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This is a study of women attending a personal development course entitled Women 
Making Choices held at an Adult Education Department of a Higher Education Institute. 
This study is located within a feminist and grounded theoretical framework (Glaser and 
Strauss, 1976). The study argues that a complexity exists in Women Making Choices 
because whilst some women were making choices others were constrained in their 
capacity to make choices. Women Making Choices is therefore a complex paradox 
because barriers and tensions associated with women's choices inhibit women's actions. 
The study includes a background literature search which sets a social, political, 
demographic and educational context. The empirical work is based on a quantitative 
survey of fifty-eight women including qualitative analysis of interviews of thirty-two of 
the women. 
The study found that women undertaking personal development courses continue to 
occupy an unconscious secondary position in society akin to the 'feminine mystique' 
(Friedan, 1963). Personal development courses such as Women Making Choices cannot 
change underlying structures because the focus is on individual 'agency'. The argument 
of this thesis is that some women are unable to make choices in the way that such 
personal development courses may imply or in the way inferred by Hakim (2000) in 
preference theory. This is due to a variety of barriers and tensions associated with 
choice, conditioning, organisational constraints, personal responsibility and self-
awareness. 
The thesis gives voice to these women attending a women-only personal development 
course and discusses the significance of their personal development, in particular, in 
respect of increasing their self-confidence. The study highlights a complex paradox 
because it also shows that personal development courses are of high value and benefit to 
the women encouraging them to think about themselves first. The women have been 
interpreted as tending to fall into three broad metaphorical typology 'families'; 'The 
iv 
Hobsons', who have no choice, 'The Serendipities', who put their achievements or 
status in life down to happy circumstance or luck and finally, 'The Destinies', those few 
women who are aspirational, confident and achieve personal individual 'success' despite 
the strictures of structure in society and organisations. The thesis concludes with 
reflections. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction, Definition of Terms and Thesis Proposition 
As the UK seeks to remain globally competitive, impending skills shortages are likely to 
impact on the availability of the workforce. It is therefore increasingly important for the 
UK and the rest of Europe to consider the personal development of women who remain 
under-represented in the workforce and for whom choices appear restricted. There 
remains a perception and concern that women face barriers and lack skills development 
to enable full participation in market work. There is an increasing recognition that 
encouraging women back as returners into the workforce sometimes proves problematic. 
Yet the labour market is becoming more feminized, older and more diverse and this 
brings growing demands to which the government is starting to respond "The UK's 
demographics are already changing: the workplace cannot afford not to" (The Work 
Foundation, 2005). 
Previous research has been undertaken on mature women returners, (Coats, 1992; 
Edwards, 1993) adult education (Merrill, 2005), choice and constraints, (David, 1997), 
women, family and education (David, 1984) choice and preference theory (Hakim, 
2000) social class (Skeggs, 1997, Thompson, 2000) access trends (Egerton, 1993) 
access courses and constraints, (Reay, 2002) government policy (Fairclough, 2000) life 
long learning (Flannery, 2000; Gouthro, 2002; Hayes et aI, 2000; Iackson, 2003), 
women, education and gender (Acker, 1994; Brine, 1999; Merrill, 1999), the glass 
ceiling (David, 1997), the concrete ceiling (Davidson, 1997), gender, patriarchy and 
class in the education of women (Deem, 1983) women in management (Cooper, 1982; 
Marshall, 1995) women in higher education (Bagilhole, 2002, Merrill, 2005), paradoxes 
of gender (Larber, 1994). However, from my literature search I have found little 
explicitly on the barriers facing women attending a personal development course which 
is explicitly linked to their associated choices. This thesis aims to offer some original 
work in this area by means of an empirical study of women attending a personal 
development course entitled Women Making Choices combined with supporting 
literature. 
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In order to better understand the barriers that women face a study was needed to focus 
on women and their personal development and associated choices and tensions. The 
debate may be better informed by gaining a greater understanding of women 
undertaking a personal development programme and in considering their perspectives. 
This thesis proposes that the 'ideal' for women undertaking a personal development 
course is one promulgated by the underlying tone of typical personal and professional 
development courses exemplified by the single gender programme Women Making 
Choices. This course is, in legal terms, an allowable 'positive action' measure to 
improve the position of women. Such positive action has been shown to be both 
paradigm and paradox in seeking to support the career development of women working 
in higher education (Brown, 2000). Such courses are geared towards assisting 
employment prospects, providing a career or job, or enhancing an existing career or job. 
In the case of being funded by the ESF (European Social Fund) it was an explicit aim to 
assist towards unemployment by up-skilling women and to get more of them into work 
and develop their careers. 
However, such 'careers' have traditionally, for the most part, been constructed out of 
white, male-as-norm, middle-class values of western life (Evans, 1994; Midgley and 
Hughes, 1983). This study therefore examines, from a feminist perspective, the pitfalls 
and benefits of women attending personal development courses and considers the lack 
of equal opportunities in relation to their own personal success criteria and perceived 
'choices' of the women themselves. "Equal opportunities" was provocatively 
challenged by Greer (1999) but this study examines the concept and its relatively newer 
bedfellow "diversity" to question what gains have been made in this area for women. 
The study also represents the voices and perceptions of the women, this work may 
usefully inform the debate as David (2003) has shown how feminist research and 
ethnographic perspectives based on personal experiences, narratives, voices and stories 
can be used to account for social and policy changes. The key question for the thesis is 
whether some women participants undertaking Women Making Choices are really 
making choices or whether this is a complex paradox. The thesis was originally 
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inspired by Oakley's (1981) study Interviewing Women: A Contradiction in Terms. It 
was also inspired by Greer (1999), Hakim (2000) and preference theory and an 
anthology from the Guardian Women's Page entitled Women Talking (Stott, 1987). It 
was subsequently influenced and informed by the work of David (1997) particularly in 
relation to choices and constraints. 
The research approach as explained in-depth in Chapter 7, uses a method of data 
collection and subsequent analysis applying a grounded theory approach in which the 
issues relevant to the study emerge from the data collected. This thesis fits into the 
multi-disciplinary area of social science with a particular focus on feminist sociology 
and with a grounded and empirical study of women's personalleaming through an adult 
education course. It includes women, gender and lifelong learning topics (see Chapter 
6). It also draws on feminist general studies, making connections with psychology and 
to a lesser extent sociology, philosophy, traditional feminist, historical, political and 
social perspectives. The study may therefore be viewed as multi-disciplinary, under the 
umbrella of Social Science including Social Policy within the wider context of 
Women's studies. As an academic subject, Women's Studies challenges the prevailing 
definitions of women. Studying women in these areas can sometimes be contentious. 
This is because the subject areas make explicit the politics of definition combined with 
the politics of experience. In other words, "the personal is political". This phrase has 
been credited to Carol Hanisch in an essay of the same title (Hunun, 1992.) 
The study relates specifically to a group of women who attended a personal 
development course located in the Adult Education Department of a University. For 
women with children, for those women whose concerns differ from those of the 
professional middle class, the thesis question considers and examine what constitutes 
the 'ideal' of a western construction of employment and career. It hears from the women 
themselves about the competing impacts on their lives, whether they perceived choice 
exists for them or how far there were associated tensions and constraints. It explores the 
benefits of, or lack of, equal opportunities towards 'success' and 'achievement' which are 
problematised. It seeks to establish how far "Women Making Choices" meet the 
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personal development objectives of the women and the aims of the ESF and seeks to 
assess the significance of the link between choices and confidence. 
The women attending the course ostensibly sought a foothold back, or improved 
chances in, the workplace as well as career enhancement and self-confidence. The study 
exiunines the lives of the women themselves through their own reported histories and 
life experiences. It investigates what is meant by choice and takes a discursive journey 
through choice. From a feminist perspective it examines the perceived choices of the 
women as well as the benefits of personal and professional development courses. It will 
seek to answer whether and for whom genuine choice exists and discuss the 'individual' 
or 'agency' approach taken by "returner" courses in comparison to the approaches 
evident within organisations, that is, those structures and the accompanying bureaucracy 
prevailing. It also aims to provide a comparison between the conflict of aspiration and 
the reality of the lived experience of these women. 
It will test certain hypotheses and make propositions which seek to establish whether a 
specific group of women enrolling on personal development courses such as "Women 
Making Choices" are under-achieving and whether they are failing to make sufficient 
progress relative to their qualifications and experience when they return to work, or 
whilst still continuing work, frequently following a break for children. The propositions 
have been formulated from a perspective and readings that various factors were thought 
likely to have a detrimental effect on these women's life, career and choices. The 
number sequence of the propositions does not indicate priority; indeed it was not 
possible to establish higher and lower order properties between propositions as all 
seemed important considerations. The following propositions were considered: 
Propositions 
1. Women Making Choices is a complex contradiction and paradox because 
barriers to women's choices inhibit women's actions. 
2. There are limited life and career choices open to women in the UK due to 
organizational constraints. 
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3. 'Success' is problematised for women. Women are unduly affected by 
competing perceptions of what constitutes success. 
4. Women who have children under-achieve relative to their skills, experience and 
qualifications. 
5. Women who attend personal development courses are failing to make progress 
relative to their qualifications and experience when they return to work 
following a career break. 
6. Women have to spend too much time catering to the needs of others to 
undertake personal development and to establish their own careers. 
7. Women are unduly affected by other women and society pressure to confonn in 
tenns of healthlimagellifestyle issues. 
8. Choices for women are made by others on their behalf. 
9. Women lack knowledge of issues which concern them such as feminism and 
equal opportunities. 
10. Women have a tendency to ascribe success to being lucky. 
11. Women are unduly affected by lacking confidence. 
12. Women constitute metaphorical typologies which can be used to construct a 
theory of women's choices and which may act as a basis for further research of 
women undertaking personal development. 
This thesis will test whether this, and other factors, for example, patriarchy, 
disadvantage them in their paid working lives. In particular, my thesis examines Hakim 
(2000) and her ideas on choices and preference theory. I will produce arguments which 
critique Hakirn's thinking on choice. Furthennore, I seek to assess the validity of 
personal development courses and assess the extent to which confidence is a factor .to 
the women's own perception of success. 
As a Human Resources Development Manager and a student in Women's Studies, I 
continue to be closely involved with women's development. I have for some time been 
both interested in and concerned about the fonn and content of courses on offer, whether 
or not they are for 'women returners' (Deere, 1988). As a feminist, I am concerned to 
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enquire whether patriarchy and the establishment in the public world of work are 
controlling women to suit the requirements of the existing structures within UK society. 
Such structures, it is argued, were designed historically by white men and for white 
men. I am also interested to investigate whether women are being controlled privately 
in their own private spheres. 
If one were to imagine a feminist continuum my early personal political position 
perhaps lay more at the 'liberal' rather than the 'radical' end of socialist feminism, 
which would have undoubtedly disappointed Germaine Greer (1999) who said 
"women's souls must be changed so they desire opportunity instead of shrinking from 
it". Yet, it is my contention that there exists a complex contradiction between women's 
desire for opportunity which is inhibited and due in no small part to women's lack of 
choices combined with a lack of confidence in a 'man-made' and masculine world in 
which women are compelled to travel (Marshall, 1984). The individual woman is set 
against, and sometimes judged by, an already-framed patriarchal structure. This is a 
socialist feminist position and my personal position thus oscillates on the imagined 
feminist continuum. I had previously been involved in two studies (Bagilhole and 
Robinson, 1997) and (Hearnshaw, H. and Robinson, E. and Baker, R., 1996). These 
studies covered women in higher education and medical areas respectively. Stimulated 
by these studies my interests subsequently turned to the personal development of 
women. Most of the women in this study were, in some ways, 'starting again', or at a 
perceived 'cross-roads' in their lives, therefore concentrating on them seemed to be a 
natural progression according to my own personal interests and development. 
My search, reading and analysis of the background literature prompted many more 
thoughts and questions, for example; as women constitute almost half the working 
population in the UK, why are they far behind men in terms of pay and seniority in the 
work place? (Equal Opportunities Commission, 2005). Women still only earn 
approximately eighty per cent of men's wages and they are still dismissed for getting 
pregnant or wanting to work part time despite this being illegal. Why is the labour force 
still gender segregated? (Rees, 1999). What are the differences between women in 
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terms of access to education, training and employment opportunities? (David, 1997). 
Why is it that some women find it difficult to return to work? What does it mean to be a 
woman? What familial restrictions do women encounter? How significant is their 
relationship with others? Why is it that other women have difficulty whilst in work, 
following time out for having a family? What are women doing when they are not in 
paid work? What are the education and training issues in respect of women? What does 
success and achievement mean to women? Why do women sometimes have a problem 
with their confidence? What choices are open to these women? How far are women 
agents of their own actions? Can women be said to form metaphorical types? 
There always seem to be yet more questions to answer. Feminism, if it is to serve a 
useful purpose, should not just try to answer some of these questions but should also be 
practical to the needs of women. It is therefore important to explain how academic 
study is relevant to the practical, not only to justify and defend itself but also because it 
is genuinely useful to make these links and attempt to seek answers to some of the 
questions. Furthermore, it is validation of theory and creates original work which can 
be linked to good practice. Later in this thesis such links will be highlighted both in the 
qualitative analysis of the interviews and in terms of recommendations for good 
practice. Feminism(s) (Humrn, 1992) and its many perspectives are therefore important 
background elements in considering the fundamental thesis question as to whether or 
not and how far 'women making choices' is a complex paradox. 
This thesis has been influenced along its feminist passage by several other landmark 
historical treatises starting from early beginnings with the writings of Aphra Behn 
(1696/1996), Mary Wollstonecraft (1792/1992) and John Stuart Mill (1866/1989) to de 
Beauvoir (1949/1988) and Woolf (1929/1992) and by many of the subsequent 'second 
wave' of feminist writers, for example: (Banks, 1981; Daly, 1995; Dworkin, 1981; 
Faludi, 1991; Friedan, 1963; Gilligan, 1982; Greer, 1971; hooks, 1982; Millett, 1977; 
Oakley, 1974, 1981; Oakley and Mitchell, 1998; Radcliffe-Richards, 1980; Rowbotharn, 
1974; Steinem, 1994 and Wolf, 1990). 
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The thesis is organized into eleven chapters supported by a number of appendices which 
contain additional infonnation referred to in the main text. The chapters inter-relate and 
build upon each other; however the following explains the development, structure and 
organization of the thesis. Chapter 1 outlines why the study was undertaken and 
questions the validity of a personal development programme entitled Women Making 
Choices. It seeks to pose questions to enable an understanding of why women who 
enrolled on such a course hoped to benefit from a course which infers they will have 
choices. It therefore introduces the thesis question as to whether Women Making 
Choices is a complex contradiction for some of the women and therefore a paradox. 
Chapters 2 to 6 provide background literature. These are substantial areas which bring 
together women and their relationship to politics and choice, career, work and 
organization, demographics, education and training, lifelong learning and personal 
development. Chapter 2 focuses on the political, social and economic context framing 
the study for the triangulation purposes. This chapter is a consideration of the broader 
economic, political and social policy context in Britain and the EU at the time the data 
was collected. The chapter sets out the indirect and broader issues affecting women. 
This included the UK and EU political environment. It argues that the women were 
steeped in and affected by a prevailing dominant conservative ideology which was 
unsupportive to women's issues. This relates to the choices incumbent on some of the 
women for whom choice was linked to a family ideal which may have limited women's 
choice and opportunity. Chapter 3 provides a systematic exploration of the concept of 
choice. This chapter brings into question the notion of choice and the paradoxical 
nature of choice as it affects the women and in relation to individual agency, structural 
and moral constraints. The concept of choice is discursively explored including 
Rational Choice Theory. It extends the argument that the notion of choice may be 
complex, contradictory and paradoxical. Chapter 4 focuses on career and organisation. 
This chapter advances the argument in relation to women's capacity to make choices as 
compared to men. It defmes patriarchy and considers the relevance of theorizing 
organizational and social policy perspectives. It explains the 'choices' available for 
women located as they are in a white, male construction of employment. In support of 
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the argument of the thesis it describes how women's potential is limited within 
structures, policies and organizations. Chapter 5 is a demographic explanation of 
women in the UK. It moves the thesis on to define work and the social position of 
women in the UK linking into the arguments of the previous chapter. It further 
references government and the Equal Opportunities Commission's statistical 
information which equates to the women of the study. It argues that there is a mismatch 
between women's caring and parenting responsibilities and the demands of inflexible 
employment patterns thus limiting choice for women. Chapter 6 covers aspects of 
personal development for women. This chapter defmes education and training and 
incorporates recent work by feminists in the areas of gender, education and lifelong 
learning. It addresses the education, gender and life-long learning issues and debate. It 
also takes into account ESF funded, women's and other personal development courses. 
This chapter supports the argument for the personal development of women and gives 
an account of the content of Women Making Choices. 
Chapter 7 provides a detailed account of the method adopted for the thesis incorporating 
Grounded Theory, Feminist Theory and Critical Choice Theory. The methodology 
employed for the thesis is explained within this chapter. Aspects of Social and 
Educational research are addressed. Propositions are formulated as a focus for the data 
collection and analysis. The rationale behind the use of the data is explained and the 
actual approach taken is described. This advances the argument of the thesis by 
including a detailed account of data collection and analysis. 
Chapters 8 and 9 conceive of a triangulation quality assurance approach (Swanborn, 
1996) to provide the main findings of the study in tenns of quantitative and qualitative 
results. Chapter 8 incorporates numerical and illustrative data in the form of tables, 
frequencies and figures from the study. This data supports the profile and stratification 
of the women in the study and helps to describe women returners. It also illustrates a 
comparison of women's achievement before and after childbirth and other social 
indicators affecting women. Chapter 9 details the Qualitative Results. The contents of 
this chapter provide the rich flowing narratives and 'voices' of the women in the study. 
·9· 
It includes extensive quotations from respondents which support the argument and the 
building of a theory of the paradox surrounding Women Making Choices. 
Chapters 10 and 11 present the analysis, discussion of the findings, theory development 
and the tests of the propositions. Chapter 10 represents a development of a grounded 
theory of Women Making Choices. This chapter provides a summarized and holistic 
discussion of the emerging findings relating to existing theory, reporting and analysis of 
the quantitative and qualitative data. It is within this chapter that the evidence is 
brought together as to whether the propositions are supported. It substantiates the 
claims made within the thesis. Chapter 11 is the final chapter which draws together the 
argument, the scope of the study and the conclusion that a complex paradox exists 
which means some women are not able to make choices in the way such personal 
development courses imply and Women Making Choices is therefore a complex 
paradox. Emerging from the study three metaphorical typology 'families' are identified. 
My personal reflections conclude the thesis which provides reference to the many 
influences which have impacted the study and some of the reflective processes of my 
thesis journey. 
This study attempts to make explicit the links between feminist ideology that is the 
advocacy of the rights of women, and one group of women undertaking a personal 
development programme. It relates this theory to the practical issues associated with the 
women of the study and matters of equality. Merrill (2005) in a discussion between 
dialogical feminism and adult education explored ways in which feminists can re-
connect with 'other women' in working towards social transformation for all women. 
Dialogical feminism is said to offer an alternative to the feminist movement of equality 
and difference (Puigvert and Valls, 2002). This thesis will serve to highlight 'other 
women's issues' and thus put feminist meaning into practical doing. The next Chapter 
will now locate the thesis in the political context around the time of the study. 
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Chapter 2 
The Political, Social and Economic Context Framing the Study 
This chapter seeks to locate the study in the broader social, economic and political 
setting around the time of the study, both in Britain and in the European Union. This 
will provide a backcloth for the study which took place during 1996-1997. The political 
landscape before 1997 did much to inform the context for the women of the study. This 
context in British politics directly or indirectly affected the women of the study. 
Ultimately, there followed a period of sweeping political change in Britain. A 
discussion on voting habits will also be explained and aspects relating to the ideology of 
the family, the European Union (EO) and the European Social Fund (ESF). This 
provides a contextual and triangulation chapter leading up to the research and providing 
background to the study. 
In any discussion of politics and society, social class is normally a key consideration. 
Yet, if we consider social divisions, that between 'male' and 'female' is in many ways 
both the more obvious and the most persistent of social divisions (Goldthorpe, 1983, 
Gottfried, 1998). Indeed, 'the position of women within British society generally has 
been considerably transformed over the last two centuries, and the equality of women is 
now formally recognized, yet women continue to suffer discrimination and inequality in 
many spheres, and gender therefore is a social division of increasing importance for 
politics' (Coxall, Robins and Leach, 2003:23). The recognition of the political 
relevance of gender is essential to women's full inclusion in society. An argument 
conceiving of a feminist conception of citizenship is broader and more helpful than the 
concept of the political or the social and economic recognizing that gendered 
subjectivity would help to include and promote full citizenship for women (Prokhovnik, 
1998). Also important is the history of the state's role in gendered welfare policies in 
20th century Britain. This has comprised defming what is and is not women's work, 
comparative experiences of unemployed men and women, childcare policies and the 
shaping of women's working conditions as well as resistance to political and economic 
change (Briar, 1997). 
" 11 " 
Demographics relating to the population will be discussed in Chapter 5. However, it is 
important to note here that women slightly outnumber men in the overall population, by 
30,279,000 to 29,459,000. This equates to 51% women and 49% men approximately. 
Women therefore are the majority sex, despite the discourse prevailing of women as 
'minorities'. Men, however, outnumber women in the workforce, 16,000,000 to 
13,200,000 although the gap is closing (Social Trends 2002). Despite this almost equal 
participation of paid work, women are still expected to undertake a disproportionate 
share of the domestic work, care of elderly relatives and child caring. (These are not 
new arguments for feminist but continue to be supported by the evidence, seen later in 
Chapters 4 and 5). Women's average pay lags behind that of men, despite equal pay and 
equal opportunities legislation (EOC, 2005). One consequence of continued male 
dominance of the political process is that policies are still skewed towards the interests 
of men and male economic dominance. 
The political changes that occurred during the time of the study (1996-1997) were of 
sea-change proportions. This was due to the transition from eighteen years of 
Conservative rule under Margaret Thatcher to latterly John Major's leadership before 
Tony Blair's New Labour and the subsequent difference in leadership styles (Foley, 
2002). Tony Blair redesignated Labour to 'New Labour' and led the party to victory in a 
landslide election on 1 May 1997. The importance of language use within New Labour 
to promote government action has been analysed (Fairclough, 2000). Wring (2005) 
has shown how marketing has been used for many years in the Labour Party as a tool of 
political campaigning. Blair's New Labour ultimately become notorious for it's 
marketing of positive 'spin' attached to policy to ensure it was not negatively perceived. 
It is therefore important to note here that the women of the study had firstly been 
steeped in a Tory ideology which had persisted for a generation before the marketing 
strategies of New Labour took their hold. The ambiguity of New Labour's positioning 
has been examined by Lister (2001). It is therefore also appropriate to provide the 
previous political background because of the likely effect the political landscape would 
have had on the women of the study. 
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Previously, from 1979 to 1990 under Margaret Thatcher, the Conservative Party 
governed Britain during a period of economic growth (Seldon, 1999). The 
Conservatives had espoused family values to the point where many commentators 
suggested the ideology was based on Victorian values. In her biography, 
Margaret Thatcher said "I never felt uneasy about praising Victorian values or - the 
phrase I originally used - Victorian virtues, not least because they were by no means just 
Victorian. But the Victorians also had a way of talking which summed up what we were 
now rediscovering - they distinguished between the deserving and the undeserving 
poor" (Thatcher 1993:627). "Thatcherism" has been discussed in two volumes by 
Campbell (2001; 2003) detailing the story of how Thatcherism in the 1980s was 
developed behind the scenes earlier in the 1970s by a group of influential Tory 
politicians and journalists. It was argued that she initiated very little in terms of ideas 
but had the political judgment to know what could be sold to the rest of the country and 
what could not (Campbell, 2001, 2003). The effect of her leadership and the fact that 
she was a woman in power, (despite her belief that a woman would not be Prime 
Minister in her lifetime) cannot be understated in terms of the effect she may have had 
on the women in the study. It is interesting to note that although it took her thirty years 
to achieve Downing Street success 'she had skilfully exploited her femininity for 
whatever advantages it could bring her, she had rarely presented herself as a pathfinder 
for her sex and did not intend to start now' (Campbell, 2003). The outgoing Prime 
Minister James Callaghan acknowledged that 'for a woman to occupy that office is a 
tremendous moment in this country's history' (Campbell, ibid). Mrs Thatcher played 
down the feminist aspect of her victory when asked what Mrs Pankhurst would have 
thought of her victory, she ignored the question and spoke of her father instead, thinking 
of herself as a politician first before her sex (Campbell, ibid). Margaret Thatcher had 
famously said 'there is no such thing as society' and therefore no one can be blamed 
emphasising personal responsibility. In that light one would think she would be 
impressed by Personal Development Programmes. Her use of language was considered 
masculine. It was said of her "femininity is what she wears; masculinity is what she 
admires ..... She wants to be a woman who does what men do to the despair of feminists, 
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Britain's first female Prime Minister did nothing to feminise the world of male politics. 
On the contrary with her language of conflict and confrontation, her belief in military 
power and her love of nuclear weapons, she offered feminism endorsement to 
patriarchal power and principles" (Campbell, 2003). Despite her initial popularity and 
strength as a leader, her ultimate fall from power was driven by members of her own 
party and she was replaced by John Major but not without leaving her legacy of 
'Thatcherism'. It has since been argued that many of the achievements of Thatcherism 
are illusory (Evans, 2004). 
Margaret Thatchers ascent became apparent when she was appointed Minister for 
Education. During her tenureship of this office she became famous for putting an end to 
free milk for school children in 1974. Margaret Thatcher was certainly considered to be 
one of Britain's great post war leaders whether or not people agreed with her views and 
policies (Smith and Ludlam, 1996). Under her leadership many services, for example, 
gas, steel and telecommunications were privatised and private ownership was 
encouraged, for example, the sale of council houses and the creation of alternative 
health providers. Her policies led to Union activity being curtailed but also led to the 
creation of what has been perceived as the North-South divide (Baker and Richard, 
2004). This has led to the notion of a poverty trap and 'underc1ass' linking poverty, 
violent crime and single parenthood and then applying it to the UK (Murray, 1996). The 
underc1ass is seen as predominantly located in the North, whilst the number of 
millionaires rose, particularly in the South of England. The political outlook was a 
belief in the efficacy of market forces, 'laissez faire' and the need for strong central 
govemment. Conservatives generally held a conviction that self-help was preferable to 
reliance on the state. These elements were combined with a strong jingoistic expression 
of nationalism. This ideology, whilst associated with Margaret Thatcher and 
'conviction politics' also stemmed from an individualist view found in Britain's 19th-
century Liberal and 20th-century Conservative parties. Thus it was that the net effect of 
electing the first woman Prime Minister in the UK was arguably negligible for women 
(Corrin, 1999) and therefore for Women Making Choices. 
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This position was highlighted in her preparation for the 1987 election. From her 
biography (Thatcher, 1993) she set up her Strategy Group known as the 'A-Team'. The 
significance of this title was suggestive of 'macho' males as it was a popular US police 
television programme of the time. The role of the A-Team was to plan for the 
forthcoming election, discuss policy, presentation and tactics, and to set up policy 
groups including; economy, jobs, foreign affairs and defence, agriculture, NHS, family 
and young people. No consideration was given to gender issues and/or the role of 
women. In fact, the policy groups bore an unremarkable similarity to the suggestions 
for policy initiatives advanced by departments. In Thatcher's view "their real value was 
to make the Party feel fuIly involved in what was happening. In this sense they were a 
counterpart to the Strategy Group which served the same purpose as regards the Cabinet 
and Government" (Thatcher, 1993). 
It is rare for a period to be named after the person who conceived an epoch but such was 
her influence that many recognise 'Thatcherism' as representing this period of 
privatisation, business growth, laissez-faire and right of centre policies. Thatcherism 
gave rise to greater entrepreneuriaIism and individualism. The term 'yuppies' young, 
up-coming, professional person working in a city) and 'dinkies' (double income, no 
kids) became common-place and defined a generation of so-caIled 'Thatcher's children'. 
Her ultimate defeat within the party was attributed to her reluctance to support European 
integration and the popular unrest generated by the Community Charge known as the 
"poIl tax". The contribution of the poIl tax debacle to her faIl from power has been 
documented (Evans, 2004). Since leaving public office, politics has moved on, 
however, Baroness Thatcher's presidential leadership style and legacy remain an 
enduring influence for some (Foley, 1993). The Margaret Thatcher Foundation was 
formed in 1991 to advance the cause of political and economic freedom. In its five 
broad aims it makes no mention of women. 
When the Conservatives won the 1990 election, John Major foIlowed 
Margaret Thatcher and was duly elected Prime Minister. He occupied office from May 
1990 to April 1997. He foIlowed Thatcherite policies up to a point but his style differed 
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from Margaret Thatcher and in the popular press his less confrontational manner was 
described as 'grey' and 'nice' (Smith and Ludlam, 1996). He introduced the Council 
Tax system as a replacement for the Community Charge and continued with 
privatisations. He went on to narrowly win the election in 1992. 
However, Major's first full term was beset with political scandals, mainly surrounding 
the personal lives of politicians as well as the divisions within his party over the 
European Union. The 'Back to Basics' campaign was a failed attempt to relaunch the 
govenunent in 1993. Announced at the Party Conference of that year the initiative was 
intended to focus on issues of law and order, education and public probity after 'Black 
Wednesday' had destroyed the claims of the UK Conservative Party to safeguard public 
fmance. 'Back to Basics' was discredited by the revelation of so-called Tory 'sleaze'. In 
1995 Major therefore resigned as Leader of the Conservative Party and triggered a 
leadership election which he had hoped would give him a renewed mandate, and quieten 
the so-called 'Maastricht rebels' who were resisting Europe. As the term of govenunent 
went on, with by-elections being consistently lost by the Conservatives, their majority 
reduced and eventually entirely vanished. Of the initiatives associated with John Major, 
perhaps of most interest to women was his instigation of Opportunity 2000. This was an 
initiative to increase the quantity and quality of women in business and public life. 
Opportunity 2000 has subsequently been re-named to Opportunity Now, given that it did 
not meet its planned objectives by 2000. It had certainly not penetrated as far as the 
delegates attending Women Making Choices were concerned. Although many of the 
women may not have been politically active or aware it is important for an 
understanding of them as a group to recount the political features of their lived 
experience. 
The pattern of gender and voting has changed considerably over recent years (Coxall, 
Robins and Leach (2003). Prior to 1967 there was an argument, perhaps not 
surprisingly, of 'overwhelming evidence that women are more Conservatively inclined 
than men' (pulzer, 1967:107). The supporting factors for this argument were that 
women stayed at home more than men and that it was natural that women's attitudes 
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would be shaped by the traditional views of the family. Other suggestions included the 
view that women were more religious and more deferential than men and that that not 
having a job meant that such women never experienced industrial conflict at the 
workplace and so did not value the role of trade unions. Such factors were believed to 
produce a political outlook among women that was more inclined towards supporting 
the Conservatives (Coxall, Robins and Leach, 2003:103). 
The gender gap in voting habits narrowed in 1987 (see Table 2.1) but returned in a 
marked way in 1992. This return to gender difference in voting was partially explained 
in a survey undertaken by Denver and Hands (1992) which revealed that a gender gap 
existed amongst young people representing a reversal of the traditional picture. Young 
men gave more support to the Conservatives than young women (50%:35%). It 
appeared that young males were attracted to the 'macho' image of Margaret Thatcher 
whereas young women were supposedly attracted more by Labour's 'caring' image on 
health and education. However, previously, many women had voted for 
Margaret Thatcher simply because she was a woman (Campbell, 1987). In 1997 there 
was a further political shift by women and results show a ten per cent swing to Labour 
compared to a six per cent swing by men (Coxall, Robins and Leach, 2003). 
Table 2.1 Gender and Party Choice in General Elections (1987-1997) 
Conservative Labour LiberalI>emocrat 
1987 Men 44 33 25 
Women 44 31 25 
1992 Men 38 36 19 
Women 44 34 16 
1997 Men 31 44 17 
Women 32 44 17 
Sources: Guardian, 15 June 1987; Daily Telegraph, 14 April 1992; Sunday Times, 4 
May 1997. 
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In 2005 the results of voting by gender makes an interesting comparison between the 
time of the study and the most recent election. On the face of it there appears to be a 
clear fall-off of support for the Labour Party and the Liberal Democrats, suggesting that 
the Conservative vote among women was not changed as follows: 
Table 2.2 Mori Aggregate Analysis, The Parliamentary Monitor, May 2005 
Conservative Labour LibDem Other 
Men 34 34 22 10 
Women 32 38 23 7 
. Lovenduski (2005) has argued for equality of representation between women and men 
and an increase in women's political representation in Britain. It is important to note 
that this was the political context for the women who attended Women Making Choices 
during 1995-1997. They had previously been steeped in a conservative ideology for 
eighteen years. In the UK, 'traditional' views had been assisted during the 1980s by the 
Conservative government which tended to reassert the domestic responsibilities of 
women, the importance of the family and especially their role as primary carers 
(Whitting, 1992:63). 
The next general election saw a predicted win for the Labour Party in 1997, still led by 
Tony Blair with a swing of about 20% in some places, and New Labour won a majority 
of 177 seats. Tony Blair is credited with modernizing the Labour Party, following on 
from Neil Kinnock's earlier efforts to do the same. However, the transformation of 
Labour to New Labour actually began under the leadership ofNeiI Kinnock, continued 
under John Smith and then the pace accelerated under Tony Blair. However, it was 
Tony Blair who successfully re-branded the party of the traditionalist 'old' Labour to 
New Labour (Foley, 1999). Internal reforms, constitutional amendments, policy reviews 
and a revised electoral strategy saw Labour pass through the fmal stages of being a mass 
bureaucratic party to emerge as an 'electoral professional party' (Panebianco, 1988). 
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Unlike the Trade Union-influenced, deal-making, socialist Old Labour, Tony Blair set 
out to forge New Labour as a democratic, market-oriented, efficiency-conscious 
inclusive party of the radical centre (Panebianco, 1988). 
New Labour's philosophy was summed up as a 'Third Way' between free market 
capitalism (associated with Margaret Thatcher) and centralised state socialism 
(associated with Old Labour). Unlike Thatcherism, the Third Way envisaged a large 
role for government. Unlike social democracy, the Third Way stressed the 
responsibilities of individuals for their own welfare and the welfare of their families. 
Tony Blair with Gerhardt Schroeder and influenced by Peter Mandelson were leading 
proponents of the Third Way. This was and remains a contentious term interpreted 
variously to mean a middle way between Thatcherism and 'old' Labour socialism (or 
between markets and hierarchy, up-dated social democracy (or a third way between 
unrestricted free market capitalism and centralised state socialism) and partnerships or 
networks, involving the public sector, private sector and voluntary (or 'third' sector) 
(Coxall, Robins and Leach, 2003: 46): It was also taken up by Christians in a 
publication adopting the same name entitled The Third Way. The basic message of 
New Labour's Third Way was that new Labour would help individuals to help 
themselves, cue Women Making Choices. 
The Conservatives lost all their seats outside of England and John Major resigned. This 
changed the British political landscape and halted the Conservatives hold on power. It 
also changed our understanding of Britain's electorate and contemporary political 
ideology. Many reasons were attributed to the success of New Labour but it is widely 
thought that the centrist stance in taking up issues which appealed to a broad 
constituency was one of the main reasons for their success. Indeed, Tony Blair was seen 
as actually taking on the mantle of the 'Right' to gain power. The domination of the 
'Thatcherite' years was therefore broken by Blair's 'Third Way' alternative. Individuals 
and families were now to take on responsibility for themselves and construct their own 
identities. This has been characterised by individualisation, risk and reflexivity (Beck, 
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1992). The Labour Party was transfonned into a party which appealed across classes, 
effectively capitalizing on an electorate searching for an alternative to the 
Conservative's political malaise. However, the simple left/right continuum has been 
usurped by social and economic transfonnations with market forces integrated into 
public services and responsibilities shifting between government, leaders and managers 
(David, 2001). 
For New Labour, they had set out to become a 'catch all' party, the notion of which has 
been described by Kirchheimer (1966:58-59). This required the reduction of the party's 
political ideological baggage and a strengthening of the top leadership groups. The new 
order also de-emphasised social class. The discourse also changed to more 
individualised notions of social class towards discourses of exclusion and inclusion 
(David, 2001). It ostensibly sought greater emphasis on social justice and assistance for 
what was now tenned the socially excluded. Basically, social inclusion is defmed as 
access to paid work. However, this epoch also heralded the 'age of the celebrity' and 
Tonyand Cherie Blair famously hosted social occasions at Number Ten Downing Street 
to which en vogue celebrities were invited. The populist view was that' cool Brittania' 
had arrived. Although women did not represent a solid voting block whose support was 
either to be won or lost, all the major parties made some attempt to develop policies for 
women, but it was Labour that 'made a sustained effort to convince women voters' 
(Lovenduski, 1997:715). The result was a swing to Labour by women voters with a 
record 120 women Members of Parliament entering the Commons in 1997. Arguments 
to increase women's political representation and increase power sharing have been made 
repeatedly (McKay, 2004; Campbell, 1987; Lovenduski, 2005). 
Elements of Thatcherism, particularly the emphasis on controlling public expenditure 
and promoting opportunities for personal achievement, were incorporated into the policy 
approach of the 'New Labour' government. New Labour's manifesto took up the theme 
they inherited from the Conservatives and made pledges to strengthen family life, to 
help parents balance work and family, to provide security in housing and help for home 
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owners, to tackle homelessness and to provide dignity and security in retirement and to 
protect the basic state pension. 
"We will uphold family life as the most secure means of bringing up our 
children. Families are the core of our society. They should teach right from 
wrong. They should be the first defence against anti-social behaviour. The 
breakdown of family life damages the fabric of our society ". 
"New Labour does not see families and the state as rival providers for the needs 
of our citizens. Families should provide the day-to-day support for children to 
be brought up in a stable and loving environment. But families cannot flourish 
unless government plays its distinctive role: in education; where necessary, in 
caring for the young; in making adequate provision for illness and old age; in 
supporting good parenting; and in protecting families from lawlessness and 
abuse of power. Society, through government, must assist families to achieve 
collectively what no family can achieve alone. " 
The Labour Party Manifesto, 1997. 
The ideology of the family is still maintained and endorsed, despite divorce statistics 
and leamed experiences 'it is almost as illusive as the Holy Grail' (Rees, 1992). The 
family is changing as never before, this is due to fewer marriages and more divorces, 
fewer births but a higher proportion outside marriage; more cohabitation and lone living 
means families are changing and fragmenting (David et ai, 1998). Yet, the family 
persists and subsequent governments dare not let go of its hold. The ideology of the 
family is also supported by the State in a series of welfare and other provisions which 
are predicated upon the model of breadwinner husband, wife at home, two school-age 
children. However, the ideology of the family has also been seen as white (Brittan and 
Maynard, 1984). Many Asian and Black women experience family life differently, for 
example African-Caribbean families are often described as matriarchal. A matriarchy 
being a tradition in which community power and by extension a. form of governing 
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authority lies with the eldest woman and is mother-dominated. Importantly, the 
ideology of the family remains influential in shaping individual's choices (Marx, 
Goldman and Kollontai, 1994). Despite the emphasis on the ideology of the family, 
interestingly for women, New Labour proclaimed that there should be no turning back 
and that as many women who wanted to do paid market work should be able to do so. It 
was acknowledged that more equal relationships between men and women had 
transformed lives in Britain. Equally attitudes to race, sex and sexuality had changed 
fundamentally (Commission for Racial Equality, 1996; Mcllroy, 1989). 
It was re-affirmed that families without work are without independence and this was 
cited as the reason to give so much emphasis to welfare-to-work policies. New Labour's 
national childcare strategy planned provision to match the requirements of the modem 
labour market and to help parents, especially women, to balance family and working 
life. This is where we begin to see the term 'workllife' balance emerging. Incidentally, 
an analysis of the 1997 campaign drew a useful distinction between women's issues 
(which mainly affect women) and women's perspectives (which are women's views on 
all political issues). An example of the former is party policy on UK nursery school 
provision; an example of the latter is policy towards the European Union, where men 
tend to focus on sovereignty and the Euro while women are more concerned with social 
rights (Lovenduski, 1997). New Labour acknowledged early on the need to create a 
balance between support for family life and the protection of business from undue 
burdens. The Conservatives had appeared insensitive to the need to help develop 
'family-friendly' working practices. New Labour supported measures for workers 
including the right of employees not to be forced to work more than 48 hours a week; 
the right to an annual holiday entitlement; and to limited unpaid parental leave. These 
measures were proposed to provide a valuable underpinning to family life. 
All these measures came a little too late for many of the women on Women Making 
Choices who had become used to aspects of the tax and benefits systems which seemed 
not to be supportive of families and children. The introduction of the CSA (Child 
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Support Agency) created political ramifications from the start. The CSA is a UK 
Government Agency and part of the Department of Works and Pensions, formerly 
known as the Department of Social Security. The CSA was founded in the 1980s under 
Thatcher and immediately became embroiled in controversy over its policies of making 
'absent' fathers pay towards the upkeep of their children. The method of assessing 
maintenance was held to be overly complex and failed to be administered correctly in 
many cases. There have been several changes to the way the system works in order to 
attempt to redress these problems. The simplification of the system that occurred was 
intended to reduce the workload of staff in making assessments. It did this by focusing 
on the income of the parent who had to make payments whilst ignoring the income of 
the household which receives payments. This has been stated by CSA staff to be less 
fair than the former system and was likely to be the subject under the Human Rights 
Act, a law whose primary purpose was to prevent governments using the excuse of 
convenience or reduced administrative costs to perpetrate human rights abuses such as 
occur under the present regime, according to claims by those who use and work for the 
CSA. 
The New Labour approach to women in the new economy was discussed at a seminar 
organized by the US Center for Policy Alternatives in association with the 
Smith Institute and The Cabinet Office Women' Unit and was held at Downing Street. 
The Smith Institute was set up in tribute to the late John Smith (leader of the Labour 
Party 1992-1994) to look at issues which flow from the changing relationship between 
social values and economic imperatives. The attendance list represented all the 'movers 
and shakers' in relation to women at that time from a variety of sectors: government, 
business, grassroots and included notable women academics. The Center has worked 
for over twenty years on issues conceming women's full participation in the economy. 
It was set up after the 1997 election victory to ensure that women's needs were taken 
into account at the heart of government. Located in the Cabinet Office, it influences and 
examines policy proposals across Government. In her keynote address 
Linda Tarr-Whelan said "We no longer live in a world where work is the man's sphere 
and family is the women's sphere. But we still act like it and we can't afford to". She 
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exhorted that the way ahead required listening to women and partnership working and 
women's full participation in the economy. (The Smith Institute, 2000). 
The New Labour approach now also saw the need for skills based training which had 
already been identified by the European Cornmunity (EC). The EC is an international 
organization which was founded on 25th March 1957 by the signing of the Treaty of 
Rome.. It was originally called the European Economic Community (EEC), but the 
'Economic' was removed from its name by the Maastricht Treaty in 1992. The 
Community comprises twenty-five members, and covers a wide range of policy areas 
where decisions are made collectively by a system of qualified majority voting. Along 
with the 2nd (Common Foreigo and Security Policy) and 3rd (Police and Judicial Co-
operation in Criminal Matters) 'pillars', where member states maintain a veto over many 
policy decisions, the Community makes up the European Union. It has been argued that 
New Labour has embraced the European Union to a greater extent than preceding 
Conservative administrations. Yet the same constraints that restricted the policy of the 
Major government still operate on Labour; specifically, finding the optimum balance 
between Europeanism and Atlantasism. Blair has shunned Euro federalism, calling for 
the EU to become a 'superpower' not a superstate (Coxall, Robins and Leach, 2003: 
47). 
The impact of the changing political environment has contributed towards changes in 
the way that Britain is governed. The Nation-State of post-war Britain had a political 
system characterized by Parliamentary sovereigoty; by local government being an agent 
of central government by the same party system, operating at local and national levels, 
and by a clear delineation between the public and the private sectors. By the time New 
Labour was elected and Tony Blair had entered Number 10, much of the British state 
had become Europeanised (for discussion see Kavanagh and Morris, 1994). New 
patterns of governanace and partnerships involving the EU and frequent contacts with 
EU agencies re-oriented political activity. Britain quickly sigoed up to the Social 
Chapter, a move unthinkable for Thatcherite conservatives. The once-clear divide 
between the public and the private sectors was now blurring between transfers of assets 
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and co-operation between the sectors. in tenns of partnership and collaboration. 
(DunIeavie et ai, 2002). 
Given that the overall position of women was affected by the machinations of the 
European Community (EC) in Brussels it is pertinent to mention Europe, although this 
thesis is predominantly concerned with women in the UK the funding for the 
programme came from the ESF (European Social Fund). Crompton (1999) has shown 
how women's employment in Europe was on the increase and women were going into 
managerial and professional occupations but structural change remains limiting for 
women's development. Since the mid nineteenth century the women's movement has 
recognized the importance of public policy to women. For example, power within 
marriage, the control of sexuality and fertility, family law, the rights and duties of 
mothers, the gender control of wealth and income, employment and education were all 
subject to legislation (Lovenduski, In Buckley and Anderson, 1988:107). For example, 
the adoption of the Social Charter by the European Council in December 1989 
(EC, 1989) was a landmark in the development of European social policy but the UK 
originally, under the Conservatives, opted out. Given that there were twelve main 
sections of the Social Charter which could affect the lives of women, this opt-out was 
significant for women. One section called for action to ensure the implementation of 
the principle of equality between men and women, in particular access to employment, 
remuneration, working conditions, social protection, education, vocational training and 
career development including measures which should also be developed enabling men 
and women to reconcile their occupational and family obligations (EOC, 1990: 17). The 
EC directives on parental leave and on part-time workers, as well as the Social Charter 
and 'Fairness at Work' advocate the adoption of 'flexible working' (HMSO, 2001). 
'Family friendly policies' and 'Dignity at Work' were all initiatives geared towards 
greater fairness and equality for women at work and have all now been accepted by the 
Labour Government under Prime Minister Tony Blair. The original treaty contained one 
clause in Article 119 which referred specifically to the equal rights of women in 
employment and two other Articles (100 and 235) were concerned with developing 
women's rights. It was Article 119 which played the leading role within the 
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Commission on equality for Europe (Buckley and Anderson, 1988). 
Within the EC, the European Social Fund (ESF) is one of four Structural Funds 
designed to strengthen economic and social cohesion in the European Union. For 
example, current programmes run from 2000 to 2006 and the ESF will provide about 
£4.5 billion in Great Britain (£3.5 billion in England) in this period. These monies are 
distributed to Government offices and Learning and Skills Councils. The main purpose 
of the ESF is to support the annual UK Employment Action Plan, which sets out how 
UK policies and initiatives take account of the Employment Guidelines established 
within the European Employment Strategy. The ESF is channelled through three 
Structural Fund Objectives and the Equal Cornmunity Initiative. 
The European Social Fund aims to: 
help unemployed and inactive people enter work 
• provide opportunities for people at a disadvantage in the labour market 
• promote lifelong learning 
• develop the skills of employed people 
• improve women's participation in the labour market 
The ESF is the main fmancial tool through which the European Union translates its 
strategic employment policy aims into action. It is the longest established Structural 
Fund which, for over 40 years, has invested, in partnership with the Member States, in 
programmes to develop people's skills and their potential for work. The ESF seeks to 
put into practice what is done at Member State level to put the European Employment 
Strategy priorities into practice. The Strategy involves Member States working together 
towards commonly agreed goals to prepare people for work, and to create a better 
climate for jobs. The ESF provides European Union funding based on a country's 
regions. This is done on a major scale for programmes which develop or regenerate 
people's "employability". The ESF channels its support into strategic long-tenn 
programmes which help regions across Europe, particularly those perceived to be falling 
behind, to upgrade and modernise workforce skills and to foster entrepreneurial 
·26 -
initiative. This encourages domestic and foreign investment into the regions, helping 
them to achieve greater economic competitiveness and prosperity. 
The ESF regional programmes are planned by Member States together with the 
European Commission and then implemented through a wide range of provider 
organisations both in the public and the private sectors. These organisations include 
national, regional and local authorities, educational and training institutions, voluntary 
organisations and the Social Partners, that is; trade unions and works councils, industry 
and professional associations, and individual companies. The ESF acts as a catalyst for 
new approaches to projects in order to hamess the combined resources of all involved. 
It fosters partnerships at many different levels and encourages the Europe-wide transfer 
of knowledge, sharing of ideas and good practice, ensuring that the most effective 
solutions are incorporated into mainstream policies. 
Key messages of the ESF include: 
• Key financial instrument supporting the European Employment Strategy 
• Investing in people 
• Greater responsibility to Member States 
• Simplification of administration 
• Partnership, local action and evaluation of effectiveness 
• Encouraging local solutions to local issues 
Since its inception the ESF idea was to assist 'employability' for women and the 
unemployment rate in the area, to focus on providing citizens with appropriate work 
skills as well as developing their social interaction skills, thereby improving their self-
confidence and adaptability in the job marketplace. These elements were of course 
highly relevant to a group of mature women returners. It was as local action and as the 
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Educational provider in a Continuing Professional Development Unit under the aegis of 
a University that Women Making Choices was funded (Chapter 6 refers). 
In summary this chapter has explained the political context and prevailing ideology for 
the women before and at the time of the study. It has also considered the EU framework 
and bureaucracy within which Women Making Choices was created and which directly 
or indirectly influenced and affected the women. With the political backdrop 
established the next chapter will turn to look at choices in greater depth, taking a 
discursive journey through some theoretical aspects of choice and begin the exploration 
of what this may mean for the women of the study. 
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Chapter 3 
An Exploration of the Concept of Choice 
An early infamous example of a woman making choices was Hipparchia who was born 
in Thrace around 346 BC, so we are told by Sir Thomas Acquinas (lived 1225-1274) 
(1965). Hipparchia's notoriety was borne from making choices. She longed to enter 
male-only intellectual circles and converse with learned men. Such activity was denied 
to her as a woman. Despite this she become a Cynic and married Crates, against her 
parent's wishes, ironically choosing marriage. Disregarding convention, she also 
abandoned "the warp and woof and the shuttle" in favour of her education. 
Hipparchia's choice was a rejection of the conventional expectations for women of that 
time in her desire to be educated. She paid a high price for her choice including having 
to live a lifestyle of extreme hardship. It was one thing to exercise 'free will' and 
choose something which is desired but when the consequences of choice create hardship 
what kind of choice is that for a woman? Hipparchia remains a radical role model for 
21 st century women making choices but what does choice actually mean and how does it 
relate to the woman of today? 
This thesis examines whether women undertaking personal development courses are 
really making choices as the course title implies, or whether this is a complex paradox. 
This chapter seeks to grapple with the concept of choice for women and understand 
philosophical, psychological and other theoretical perspectives which underpin notions 
of choice. It seeks to consider and define choice in all its complex manifestations in a 
systematic exploration as it relates to the study. It also relates the notion of choice to 
success. Are Women Making Choices today paying a high price for some of their 
choices like Hipparchia? First a discursive journey through choice, what it means and 
how it relates to the women of the study. 
There are many considerations of choice as a concept whether philosophical, 
psychological or other theoretical perspectives. These competing and associated 
approaches to choice include philosophical approaches to the notion of 'free will' such 
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as those expounded by de Beauvoir (1988); Jung (1954), Freud (2001), Heidegger (see 
Dreyfus et al 2005), Nietzsche (2003) and Sartre (1989). In relation to psychology and 
humanist psychology (Rogers, In Coopersmith, 1965), rational choice theory (Becker, 
1991, Gardiner, 1995/1999; Hughes, 2002,) exchange theory, determinism; agency 
versus structure (Walsh, 1998) self-identify (Giddens, 1984), career choice theory 
(Anderson, 1998/2001, Evetts, 1994, Holland, 1985), structural versus moral constraints 
discourse (David et aI, 1997) and preference theory (Hakim, 2000). Moreover, the 
concept of a choice continuum is explored through a diversity, gender, gender 
transformations, education and feminist lens (David, 1997; Edwards, 1993; Folbre, 
1994; Hughes, 2002, Walby, 1997). A deeper understanding of the notion of choice is 
therefore required to consider the validity of Women Making Choices as both course and 
concept. Choice may be defmed in dictionary terms as deciding between possibilities, 
the selection of preferables, one's own choice. (Concise Oxford, 1998 and Chambers 
English, 1988). Choice as a philosophical concept also relates to freedom and 
consciousness. 'Free will' is conventionally linked to choice and two central questions 
are closely related: 'what is it to act or choose freely?', and 'what is it to be morally 
responsible for one's actions or choices?' Freedom of action is necessary for moral 
responsibility, otherwise if one is not free to act one cannot be said to be actually 
making a choice. The notion of a 'choice continuum' may be imagined as relating to the 
women of the study ranging from actually having and actively making choices to having 
no choice at all. The thesis seeks to understand whether women conform to hegemonic 
definitions of choice and its close relation, success. 
An existential perspective and a humanist psychologist notion of personal agency are 
derived from Heidegger (In Heidegger, 2005). This idea has also been influenced by the 
ideas of Friedrich Nietzsche (2003) on the power of the individual to choose and to 
assert oneself. In most situations we are aware of having some power of choice and the 
self as subject rather than as object (Oaldey, 1981). An alternative perspective that 
everything that happens is necessitated by what has already gone before is known as 
determinism, self-evidently that which is determined. Freedom is compatible with 
determinism because freedom is essentially just a matter of not being constrained or 
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hindered in certain ways when one acts or chooses. Accordingly, people are therefore 
wholly free to choose and act even if their whole physical and psychological make-up is 
entirely determined by things for which they are in no way ultimately responsible, for 
example, their genetic inheritance and early upbringing. 
An alternative position is taken by Incompatibilists, who hold that freedom is not 
compatible with determinism (Spezio, 2004). They point out that if determinism is true, 
then every one of one's actions was determined to happen as it did even before one was 
born. This position holds that one cannot be held to be truly free and therefore morally 
responsible for one's actions. This approach, however, fails to satisfY convictions about 
the nature of moral responsibility. The idea of moral responsibility takes us into the 
realm of women's choosing and the nature of their choices given their 'moral 
responsibilities' especially in their distinctly feminine roles as mothers but also perhaps 
as daughters, sisters, grandmothers and aunts (Lewis and Meredith, 1988). 
Carl Rogers (1965) developed a humanist psychologist and psychodynamic view of 
human development. It was his proposal that personal growth was only possible with 
unconditional positive regard from significant others. This frees individuals from 
striving for social approval so that they can seek self-actualisation (Maslow, 1943, 
1959). Conditional love from a significant other leads to maladjustment because the 
self and ideal self within the individual are in conflict. Rogers' therefore placed value 
on the uniqueness of each individual and the potential each person has for self-
determination and self-actualisation. My interest was in how far this relates to the 
women of the study and their potential for self-determination and self-actualisation. 
Although Rogers believed in free will, he acknowledged that determinism is present in, 
for example, the case of conditional love because that may affect a person's self-esteem 
(Field, 1998). Again, notions of 'love' and 'conditional love' may be pertinent factors 
for women making choices. An extensive study of the origins of self-esteem gives 
support to the importance of the dimensions suggested by Rogers (see Coopersmith, 
1967 for discussion). Rogers' approach, and the humanistic psychological approach in 
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general, have made psychologists aware that there is perhaps more to behaviour than 
objectively discoverable facts. 
The positive view on humans and emphasis on personal responsibility in life have given 
people the notion of choice in relation to their own lives from which has grown client-
centred therapy. For example, self-help and counselling have burgeoned under Roger's 
influence and elements of this type of thinking appear in women's development 
progranunes. Certainly the idea of self-help and raising self esteem are central to 
women's development. The fundamental element of humanistic psychotherapy includes 
not only the idea of unconditional positive regard but also the power of each individual 
for self-healing. This idea of self-healing has been a feature of extra mural studies for 
women as identified during the consciousness-raising period of the 1970s (Pilcher and 
Whelehan, 2004). Humanistic psychology is concerned only with those thoughts of 
which we have conscious awareness and relies heavily on self-reports which may be 
distorted. The humanistic perspective on the other hand is sometimes vague and not 
easy to test because it does not easily lend itselfto empirical verification. Psychological 
perspectives have shown how feminist researchers have had to work in a social context 
which denied them opportunities because of their sex (Figes, 1995) and forced them to 
make cruel choices between work and family relationships (Unger and Crawford, 1992). 
Foucault's (1981!1986) conceptual analysis was that choice is inextricably connected to 
power and knowledge. Sartre (1989), on the other hand, viewed choice as existential 
and said that people are condemned to be free. Sartre viewed such freedom as 
burdensome. For example, there are too many other aspects to women's lives that have 
the potential to dictate their behaviour. Being free to choose is central to existentialism 
because so much of what makes us who we are, we are unable to choose, for example, 
we cannot choose our parents or the time of our birth or the culture into which we are 
born. However, within these constraints we do have certain freedoms to choose and to 
create our own experiences. In his Being and Nothingness, Sartre built onto ideas of 
essential freedom and the concept of transcendentalism which refers to our ability to 
plan to be. For example, we can plan ahead to achieve what we wish to be and such 
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planning is apparently uniquely human, hence transcendence, as humans have the ability 
to choose to be other than what they are and it is therefore our 'free will' that allows us 
to choose the future (Sartre, 1989). The freedom to choose however, can be costly and 
Sartre warned that if we do choose, then claiming we had no choice, is an act of 'bad 
faith'. This discourse of"! had no choice" as it relates to the women of the study will be 
examined later in the Results Chapter. 
De Beauvoir (1949) diverged from Sartre and contrasted her own ideas of freedom with 
the absolute freedom Sartre describes. De Beauvoir found that women are in situations 
which limit their ability to be really free. For her, freedom itself exists only in relation 
to the freedom of others. Thought can be seen as being embodied in consciousness of a 
socially conditioned and situated freedom. In conditions of oppression (Delphy, 1984) 
institutions and social structures can keep people oppressed and therefore increase the 
power of the oppressor. Often men hold the power and determine that their way of 
being shall not cease (Simons, 1995). Particular features of choice therefore involves 
philosophical thinking, having the power to choose, the right to choose, the freedom to 
choose and the faculty of choosing, willingly. 
We can look to philosophers and psychologists, their arguments amongst themselves 
and theories of personality to seek greater understanding of the effects of personality on 
choice. Jung, (In Pascal 1992) for example, did not accept Freud's contention that the 
primary motivation behind behaviour was sexual urges. Instead of Freud and his 
emphasis on the instinctual drives of sex and aggression, Jung believed that people are 
motivated by a more general psychological energy that pushes them to achieve 
psychological growth and self-realization. Unlike Freud, Jung believed that personality 
continues to develop throughout the lifespan. Like Freud, Jung posited the existence of 
a conscious and an unconscious mind. Consciousness is the part of the mind we know 
directly. It is where we think, feel, sense and intuit. It is through conscious activity that 
the person becomes an individual. It is the part of the mind that we "live in" and are 
aware of most of the time. Deeper than the conscious mind is the unconscious, and 
what Jung would call the "personal unconscious." Embedded here are the inherited 
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thoughts, feelings, urges and other information that are difficult to bring to 
consciousness. Experiences that do not reach consciousness, experiences that are not 
congruent with who we think we are, and areas that have become "repressed". For 
example, this might include our 'dark sides' which we sometimes project on to others. 
This phenomenon has also been seen as something that can occur collectively as well as 
individually. For Jung, archetypes pre-exist in the collective unconscious of humanity. 
The contents of the personal unconscious may become available through hypnosis, 
guided imagery, and especially dreams. It is also possible that many factors are 
influenced by a great deal of unconscious material, for example, that received from 
parents and childhood. These may be areas about which we do not think when we make 
choices or decisions. Jung and Freud have been criticized by feminists who have 
provided new insight into men's idealization and envying of mothering (Sayers, 1991) 
but what they did reveal was that many choices are determined by unconscious factors. 
Participants of Women Making Choices could be responding to factors in the 
unconscious which mayor may not be brought to the surface or forefronts of their 
minds. 
The common stereotypes of men being 'thinkers' and women being 'feelers' is born out 
by personality theory developed by the mother and daughter team, Myers and Briggs 
(1998) who jointly developed a personality test based on Jung's theory that 
temperaments were inherited. This test is the Myers-Briggs Type Inventory, known as 
the MBTI. The MBTI, like many other theories of personality, draw on The Five Factor 
Model as the most widely accepted trait theory. The traits are seen as opposites, and the 
big five are introversion and extraversion; sensing and intuition; thinking and feeling, 
judging and perceiving and openness. Men apparently tend to do better with step-by-step 
problem solving, especially involving mechanical objects whereas women tend to do 
better in social situations. Although Jung was criticized for apparent sexism, it is 
noteworthy that a good third of men are 'feelers', and a good third of women are 
'thinkers'. Jung said that there was no reason to value thinking over feeling - each has 
its strengths and weaknesses. Such stereotyping of the sexes does the greatest harm 
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when they prevent individuals from being themselves. This is of relevance to women 
who may internalise their own stereotypes. 
In turning to the classical sociological 'agency versus structure' debate (Giddens, 1984; 
Bourdieu, 1979) this confirms the tension and distinction between the power of the 
individual to take action versus the prevailing power structures which is relevant to the 
study. Agency is the facuIty of individual autonomous action. It is sometimes argued 
that the distinctive feature of agency is that it involves intention or decision, or choice. 
Others argue that responsibility is implicit in individual agency (Scruton, 1996). This is 
relevant to women, for example, who may have caring responsibilities. Structure, on the 
other hand, is considered as the interpretation and construction of social and cultural 
products which can include actions but also rituals, religions, texts, buildings, art forms 
and language. Structure must have identified unified parts to create a 'whole'. This 
difference is essential to the analysis of whether individual "Women Making Choices" 
is a complex paradox in light of the structures and framework in which they find 
themselves and which, it will be argued later, has been constructed by and for white 
men. The debate between 'choice' and 'constraint' mirrors the broader social science 
debate about the relationship between the individual and society and between the person 
and the 'social world' (Wether~ll, 1996). 
A man has free choice to the extent that he is rational so said Saint Thomas Aquinas 
(lived 1225-1274) (1965) but what of a woman? In attempting to understand 
contemporary society many sociological and political theorists have concentrated on the 
idea that all action is fundamentally 'rational' (and therefore assumed masculine?) in 
character and that people calculate in an almost mathematical way the likely costs and 
benefits of any action before making decisions or choices. This approach, known as 
rational choice theory, can then be applied to social interaction in the form of exchange 
theory (Scott, 2000). The fact that people act rationally has been recognised by many 
sociologists. Max Weber (1930), for example, built an influential typology of action 
around such concepts and his ideas were subsequently taken up by Talcott Parsons 
(1937). The distinguishing feature of rational choice theory from other theories is that it 
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denies the existence of any kinds of action other than the purely rational and calculative. 
All social action, it is argued, can be seen as rationally motivated, as instrumental 
action, however much it may appear to be irrational or non-rational. Women enrolling 
onto a course entitled Women Making Choices would undoubtedly be socially 
motivated. The extent to which they considered their actions as a rational choice is a 
concern for the study in considering agency versus structure. 
Basic to all forms of rational choice theory is the assumption that complex social 
phenomena can be explained in terms of the individual actions which arise as the result 
of the action and interaction of individuals (Elster 1989:13). In rational choice theories, 
individuals are seen as motivated by the wants or goals that express their 'preferences'. 
They act within specific, given constraints on the basis of the information that they have 
and the relationship between preferences and constraints can be seen in the phrase 
'means to an end'. As it is not possible for individuals to achieve all they desire, they 
must make choices in relation to both their goals and the achievement of goals. Rational 
choice theories hold that individuals must anticipate the outcomes of alternative courses, 
for example, having a contingency or 'Plan B' and calculate the best course of action. It 
has been found that rational individuals tend to choose the alternative that is likely to 
give them the greatest satisfaction. The idea of'rational action' has generally been taken 
to imply a conscious social act. Some rational choice theorists have seen rationality as a 
result of psychological conditioning. Others have adopted the position that it is simply 
necessary to assume that individuals act as if they were completely rational. 
Rational choice theorists therefore see social interaction as a process of social exchange 
with the strength of a reinforcement being measured by its quantity and its value. The 
value of a reward, they argue, is the 'utility' that it has for a person. While this subjective 
utility can vary greatly from one person to another, it is possible to construct preference 
curves that measure the relative utility of one object against another and, therefore, the 
likelihood that people will try to obtain them. Rational choice theorists also recognise 
that the threat of punishment or the promise of a reward may motivate people just as 
much as the punishment or reward itself. The threat of punishment, for example, may 
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call forth appropriate behaviour from those who wish to avoid punishment. This 
assumption enabled the recognition of the motivating role of threats and inducements in 
the conditioning of human behaviour. It was argued that 'no exchange continues unless 
both parties are making a profit' (Homans, 1961: 61). This can be interpreted as meaning 
that unless each participant fmds it profitable, the interaction will not continue. The 
person who experiences a 'loss' fmds the interaction more costly than rewarding and so 
will have an incentive to withdraw. A sustained social relationship, therefore, rests upon 
a balance of mutual profitability .. It is possible to liken this idea of reward and promise 
to the women enrolling on Women Making Choices. The course did invite an 
inducement in the form of financial assistance towards childcare. The threat may well 
have resided in the notion that as 'returners' to work there was an expectation on these 
women to get back into work or to be productive with their time in ways beyond 
motherhood (Gerson, 1985). 
Homans (1961) a behavioural psychologist, argued that human behaviour like all animal 
behaviour, is not free but determined and shaped by the rewards and punishments that 
are encountered known as conditioning, it is seen as the determining factor in human 
behaviour. The inspiration behind Homans' psychology was the behaviourism of 
Skinner, developed from studies of pigeons and food (See Skinner 1938, 1953, 1957). 
Humans, however, are motivated by a much wider range of goals than just food, for 
example: approval, recognition, love, or money. Homans held that approval is the most 
fundamental human goal. Approval is a 'generalised reinforcer' that can reinforce a wide 
variety of specialised activities. Due to its generalised character, Homans saw approval 
as directly parallel to money. Both money and approval are general means of exchange 
in social interaction, one in economic exchange and the other in social exchange. This 
aspect of women's apparent need for approval and the extent to which they have many 
people to whom they turn to for approval will be explored in later analysis, as will issues 
regarding women and economics. 
Exchange relations are also power relations, as the resources that people bring to their 
social relations are rarely equal. The outcome of any particular exchange, therefore, will 
·37 -
depend upon the relative power of the participants. This bargaining power varies with 
the dependence of each participant on the exchange relationship, and this dependence 
varies, in turn, in the extent to which there are alternatives available to them (Emerson 
1962). If people are able to obtain a particular goal only through one specific social 
relationship, then they are highly dependent on that relationship and so will have little 
power to influence the 'price' that they have to pay. This is a serious aspect for women 
and their partners in relation to who holds financial power in a relationship. 
Turning now to the notion of collective action and how it is possible to explain the co-
operation of individuals in groups, associations, and other forms of joint action. If 
individuals calculate the personal profit to be made from each course of action, why 
should they ever choose to do something that will benefit others more than themselves? 
For example, if we say it is men who hold the power in society why should they choose 
to relinquish some of it to women? The problem of social norms is the related question 
of why people seem to accept and to follow norms of behaviour that lead them to act in 
altruistic ways or to feel a sense of obligation that overrides their self-interest. This and 
the problem of collective action comprise what Parsons (1937) called the Hobbesian 
problem of order: if actions are self-interested, how is social life possible? The related 
question is that of why individuals should ever feel any sense of obligation or wish to 
act in altruistic ways. Why do individuals obey norms that lead them to act in non-self-
interested ways? Rational choice theorists tend to take the view that norms are simply 
arbitrary preferences. Individuals may be socialised into all sorts of value commitments 
and will then act rationally in relation to these, whatever they may be. Ifpeople want to 
help others and get a sense of satisfaction from doing so, then giving help is an act of 
rational self-interest. There is a universal tradition of women as social creatures who 
seek satisfaction from giving help and women as likely as not would also attribute their 
giving as also fulfilling their own needs. 
Other rational choice theorists find a solution in the existence of reciprocity. They argue 
that where social exchanges are recurrent, rather than episodic, it is possible for co-
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operation to emerge as a rational strategy. Among rational choice theorists this 
conclusion has been accepted and that norms are not 'outcome-oriented' but are 
internalised and so acquire a compulsive character that cannot be explained in purely 
rational terms (Lester, 1989a: 119; Lester, 1989b: 98). While rational considerations 
may explain why particular individuals introduce and enforce social norms, they cannot 
explain how these norms come to be internalised. The rational choice approach can only 
explain what people do; therefore, rational choice theories cannot explain the origins of 
social norms, especially those of altruism, reciprocity, and trust. 
The methodological individualism adopted by rational choice theorists holds that all 
statements about social phenomena are reducible to statements about individual action. 
Explanation of social facts in terms of other social facts is, at best, a shorthand summary 
of the more detailed individual-level processes that produce them. Homans held that 
there are no independent and autonomous social structures: 'If you look long enough for 
the secret of society you will find it in plain sight: the secret of society is that it was 
made by men [sic], and there is nothing in society but what men put there' (Homans, 
1961: 385). Those features of social life that are conventionally called 'social structures' 
are, for rational choice theorists, simply chains of interconnected individual actions. 
In The knowing Sex (Le Doeuff, 2003) the target is the persistent continuing tendency to 
think that men are more rational and more analytic than women. Women have their own 
ways if knowing (Goldberger and Tarule, 1996). In order to shed light on the depth and 
persistence of the problem, she searched for the origins that continue to hold 
misogynistic thinking in place both in society at large, and within science and 
philosophy. LeDoeuff also argued that the conceptual links between masculinity and 
rationality are deeply rooted in the public imagination and institutions of learning, and 
therefore continue to have devastating effects on what women are able to achieve. 
As we have seen, personal agency stems from our experience of being, although we do 
not always choose to exert it we do generally feel that we have some choice in what we 
do. Rees (1992) was concerned to examine the restriction on choices which women can 
make in the labour market restricted as they are by the material realities of life (see also 
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Cockburn, 1991). Neither Rees nor Cockburn denies the power of agency to individuals 
but emphasize the way material realities inform choice. There is a range of potential 
choices for women today which are likely to affect them, for example, in respect of 
marriage, children, childcare, employment, career and education and in the relationship 
of choice to success (David, 1997; Pahl, 1995, Reay, 1997). 
We will now consider various theories of women's career development and/or career 
choice (Astin, 1984; Betz and Fitzgerald, 1987; Cockburn, 1991, Evetts, 1994; Holland, 
1988; Lent and Hacket, 1996; Rees, 1992; Super, 1957). These writers serve to 
illustrate the scope of theory in this area and will be revisited in analysis. Super's 
(1957) early developmental stage theory was found to fit the experiences of middle-class 
white males but was less suited to the experiences of women because women experience 
much greater complexity in making and planning due to continuing societal pressures 
and expectations. Social learning theory was applied to career development and choice. 
Lent et al (1996) drew on Bandura's (1969, 1978, 1986) social learning theory focusing 
on self-efficacy and related concepts such as outcome expectations and goals as an 
explanatory model for predicting career choice. Farmer's theory focused on sex role 
socialisation processes as they affect beliefs, attitudes and self concepts which in turn 
affect motivation, choices and behaviours. In a surmnary, related areas for research 
were described as identifying ethnicity, gender and socioeconomic status; 'the big five' 
(discussed earlier) personality factors relate to career development and choice; 
androgynous beliefs and behaviours relating to career choices; the role of and relative 
strength of the social, behavioural and cognitive sources of career self-efficacy and 
social variables which could be interpersonal, for example, role models and contextual, 
for example discrimination on career choice (Farmer et aI, 1997). 
In Making Vocational Choices, a theory of vocational personalities and work 
environments sought to aid understanding (Holland, 1959, 1997). It was theorized that 
people can be characterized into six personality types; namely Realistic, Investigative, 
Artistic, Social, Enterprising and Conventional which could be mapped to equivalent 
environments to create likely outcomes which included vocational choice, vocational 
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stability and achievement, educational choice and achievement, personal competence, 
social behaviour and susceptibility to influence (Holland, 1997). Social types were 
found which were typically intraceptive and nurturant, dominant but not independent, 
succorant or orderly. 'Investigative' types were achieving and enduring but not 
affiliative and 'Enterprising' types were dominant and aggressive. Examples of 
Holland's (1997) 'Social' types were teacher!counsellor as compared to Realistic 
(SurveyorlMechanic) or Investigative (ChemistlPhysicist). Smart (1989) argued that 
according to this theory gender has a positive effect on becoming a 'Social' type and a 
negative effect on becoming an 'Investigative' or 'Enterprising type'. Vocational 
aspirations are compromised by gender in that women settle for satisfactory rather than 
optimal choices and then accommodate psychologically to the choices made. This 
notion of typology indicated potential for metaphorical typology ultimately used to 
stratify, analyse and name the phenomenon in relation to the women of the study. 
In Holland's (1997) theory, he described how research findings indicated a complex 
system of occupational, sexual and organizational stereotypes. Such stereotyping 
judgements are frequently made in vocational decision making. Moreover, he 
developed a theory of career intervention and change. In defining a personal career 
theory, the content consists of a characterization of self (personality) which includes 
abilities, interests, goals and beliefs about satisfying work and non-work activities as 
well as beliefs and strategies for achieving work and non work aspirations. In terms of 
women's personal development he provides an example that if a woman wants to make 
a change in career direction (say from secretary to manager) her self-directed search 
(SDS) can suggest some of the changes in competencies or self-estimates which maybe 
required. 
In terms of women making educational choices, this may start from parents choosing 
schooling, to individual decisions taken early on in terms of Options at GCSE, then 
opting for A levels and or College to subsequently choices in terms of taking a degree in 
the context of Higher Education. In Degrees of Choice: social class, race and gender in 
higher education, choices and constraints, contradictions and tensions acting on women 
in terms of education have been explored and an account made of the overlapping effect 
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of social class, ethnicity and gender areas in the process of selecting which university to 
attend. Students are shown to face different degrees of choice which are shaped by their 
social class and race. It argues that despite the expansion of higher education provision 
the result has deepened social stratification (Reay et aI, 2005). 
Over twenty five years ago, Dally said "choice is perhaps the greatest achievement of 
women so far" (Dally, 1979:15). Does Dally's argument attest for women today? As 
the key theme for this thesis is 'Women Making Choices', Dally's perspective remains 
topical and relevant. The aim was to examine the extent of individual volition and 
agency versus 'the system' or, in other words, personal agency over social restrictions. 
The challenge is that the constituents of choice change over time and through history. 
Life choices for modem women are apparently much more complex and varied than 
they were even twenty five years ago. Dally asked why, when women have never had so 
much choice or such varied opportunities, so many women fail to develop and fmd 
fulfilment. She concluded that women who can cope with choice and change are 
enjoying life whereas those who cannot choose or change are in jeopardy (Dally: 
1979:102). 
Having taken a listing of various theoretical positions and a discursive journey through 
choice to establish the relevance of theory to the women of the study, it is now timely to 
examine what happens after choices have been made and whether or not outcomes are 
successful. Success may be described as 'fortune, prosperous progress, achievement, 
prosperity, the attainment of wealth, influence or acclaim, to obtain one's wish or what 
is attempted' (Chambers 1988). Success may be 'an outcome of undertaking, a 
favourable outcome, and accomplishment of what was aimed at, attainment of wealth, 
of fame or position. "A success story" is a person's rise from poverty' (Concise Oxford 
Dictionary, 1979). Achievement means 'to reach or attain by effort, acquire, gain, earn 
either a desired level of performance or success. It is from Old French achiever 'come 
or bring to a head' from a chief to a head' (Concise Oxford Dictionary, 1995). Success 
and achievement, like choice, can be complex terms which may be viewed from 
competing and contentious perspectives. Success in life can, of course, mean different 
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things to different people. For some it may be financial wealth, attainment of power and 
status and/or the achievement of personal goals. For others it may be simple enjoyment 
of living life on their own terms. Variables for success depend on the notion of 
relativity which can only be measured by individuals from within their own contexts. 
What is most interesting here is that gender differences begin to emerge when seeking 
definitions of success and achievement especially when the concepts are linked to 
careers. 
Career success was defined as 'both being able to live out the subjective and personal 
values one reaIly believes in and to make a contribution to the world of work' (Derr, 
1986) which incorporates psychological or internal measures of success and external 
measures which may include levels of income or status (White et aI, 1992). The 
successful career has been widely researched by others (Driver, 1988, Lateef, 1992; 
Sonnenfelt and Kotter, 1982 and White, 1992 and Cooper, 1982, Vomacek et aI, 1986). 
Contemporary phrases describe a populist view of the position of women in society, for 
example, women have made it, women have it all, women have the best of both worlds, 
women are doing it all and "superwoman ". Such cliches are based on assumptions that 
what counts as success in society is individualistic and oriented around the public sphere 
implying that women and men should judge their success in these terms. However, the 
gendered cost of 'success' in comparison to the gendered leaming of 'shame' which is 
internalized through social relations in everyday life tends to privilege the masculine. A 
backlash ensues in discourse which then claims that women are doing too weIl. 
Repeating the facts about continuing inequality merely exacerbates women's alienation 
in masculine cultures (Hughes, 2002). Gender cultures have been discussed (Maddock 
and Parkin, 1993, 1994). This canpotentiaIly reap serious repercussions for women in 
market work especially if it may lead to discrimination against women. Unless a person 
is only measured against their own achievement, an inevitable outcome of success is 
likely to be competition and conflict because of the comparisons with others who are 
'competitors'. Conflict within women is said to stem from a conflict between the 
'women' they had been taught to be and the achievement they had learned in social 
conditioning to seek. Evans (1995) compared women's 'kindness' with the differences 
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of Horner's· (1972) approach. Homer had found that success, especially over men, could 
lead to the threat of social rejection and loss of femininity, hence women's fear of 
success. 
Success is strongly bound up with competition which may sometimes be rejected by 
those women who preferred co-operative styles. Yet in an analysis of female games; 
women playing against women were found to be at least as competitive as men playing 
men. Interestingly, the women were less competitive when playing men as though they 
needed to placate the men in some way (Shapiro, 1979). There are varying 
interpretations of women's attitudes to success (McLelland: 1975). Gilligan (1982) has 
suggested that success anxiety in women is a 'cultural feminist' or 'difference' (Derrida, 
1978, 2001) way and was found only when a person could not succeed unless another 
failed (Hassen, 1980:15). Muchresearch has focused on successful women (Cooper, 
1984). However, focusing on successful women in research can contribute to a false 
sense of optimism if it overlooks the bases of stratification amongst employed women to 
the detriment of those women who have not achieved occupational success (White et aI, 
1992). One of the discoveries is the extent to which many women describe their career 
success in terms ofluck (Krumboltz, 2004; Wiseman, 2003). 
There used to be a long-standing tradition and a universal assumption that after leaving 
school, girls would marry, give up work and raise a family, so training and ambition for 
a career for girls was discounted (Meacham, 1977:181). Women have sometimes had 
uncomfortable choices to make or have had undue pressure exerted upon them by the 
State in line with perceived social requirements of the time. For example, during the 
1980s there was a fear that many of the gains for working women would be lost during a 
period of high unemployment. Opinion at that time was that women should once again 
be in the home and not taking 'men's' jobs'. This legitimated the concept of a family 
wage and its corollary 'pin money' (Rees, 1992). A climate of expectation arose 
whereby the rights of women were to be subjugated to everyone else's, especially 
children, husbands and elderly parents. Male 'breadwinners' were deemed suitable for 
jobs with good prospects, whereas female 'homemakers' were recruited for temporary 
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work. These stereotypes were found to influence the attitudes and actions which sustain 
a gendered workforce. Women were under attack and being pushed back into the home 
despite the fact that a job for a mother was a valuable outlet and even proved to afford 
some protection against depressive illness (Sanders and Reed, 1982:13). Wbere were 
choices for women here? 
It has often been thought and expressed, anecdotally, that some women therefore had no 
choice about whether or not to 'go out to work', unless they were married to men with 
incomes which would afford the proverbial 'lady of leisure' lifestyle. However, many 
did so simply because they needed the money for survival and women with children had 
to fmd childcare with this burden falling solely on the woman. In the 1980s there were 
advocates for sharing parenting work with a move towards encouraging fathers to work 
fewer hours (Sanders and Reed, 1982:13). Traditionally, society created a situation in 
which women chose between being a parent and worker. These were the traditions 
within which were steeped the women attending Women Making Choices. It is fair to 
say, of course, that men have been similarly compelled to eam their living in a way 
which denies their parenthood and limits them to their work role. This has forced an 
unfair burden onto both sexes (Gregson and Lowe, 1994, Hakim, 1979). It denies 
society the skills and competence of women and denies the more complete development 
of father - children relationships. Furthermore, child-rearing and domestic organisation 
has had no status, power or income attached to them. Although the family has often 
been women's power-base out of choice, once there are children in the family the 
choices for women are reduced, "Yes single childless people always have the choice 
about how much to invest in domestic life, but once there are children, the picture is 
immutably changed" (Kenny, 1994:36). 
Hakim (1979, 1991, 1993, 1995, 1996, 2000) has written extensively on women and 
choice in relation to work in the UK. Originally women were divided broadly into two 
groups. The first group she saw as being committed to careers on a continuous basis. 
These were women who would invest in training and high grade occupations and 
achieve higher paid jobs. The second group of women committed to the 'marriage 
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career', and did not invest in their own education and training. Hakim demonstrated 
that married women entered the labour market after their youngest child reached school 
age, leading to an 'M' shaped employment profile for British women (Bradshaw et aI, 
2003). They work in part-time, undemanding jobs on an irregular basis with no worries 
or responsibilities. Hakim said that treating the workforce as an homogeneous group, 
was not appropriate for women. She found that women seemed to be polarized between 
the half that seek the demands of work in the market with an education, self-
development and an active career and the other half that gives priority to the 'traditional' 
. role of wife and mother, marriage and child-rearing (Hakim 1996:438). Her prediction 
was that 'Individual women may change from one to another, but the two groups will 
always exist, will always differ, and will have increasingly polarized experiences in the 
1990s and beyond' (Hakim 1996:450). Hakim (1995) challenged feminist sociology 
which she said created new feminist myths namely; rising female employment; no sex 
differential in work commitment and work orientations; childcare problems as the main 
barrier to women's employment; exploited part-time workers; employment stability 
among women and part-time workers. This is quite a contested list. Bruegel (1996) 
replied to Hakim on women's employment and feminist fallacies, questioning whose 
myths were they anyway? Hakim's theory of the gendered character of work has been 
critiqued. Firstly, by casting doubt on the simplistic separation between 'career' and 
'family'. Secondly, in acknowledging that early mothers were homemakers but that this 
was by choice as many women were becoming more career-oriented. (Procter and 
Padfield, 1999). Career re-entry strategies have been discussed by Miller (1996). 
Hakim's earlier overall conclusion was that women in Britain make 'freer' choices and 
that a large proportion of women actively choose part-time work despite the fact that 
part-time jobs are concentrated towards the bottom end of the occupational hierarchy. 
Secondly, that childcare was not the main barrier to women's employment. 'Clearly, 
childcare costs have only a limited impact on women's work decisions' (Hakim: 1996: 
437). She referred to an EC report (1993:159-60) wherein it acknowledged that 
'childcare responsibilities are a factor in the rise of part-time work but not the only 
factor nor necessarily the most important factor' (1996:437). Hakim said that having 
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children is not only volitional but also class-based in that women in the lower social 
classes hold marriage and childbearing as their principle objectives and reach these 
goals earlier in life than women in the higher social classes who are more likely to plan 
employment as well as marriage. 
'Childcare problems are in a sense chosen by women who choose to have large 
families, a less reversible decision than most employment choices. In effect 
childcare is an issue primarily for women who prefer homemaking and are 
secondary earners. Finally, many women now avoid the childcare problems by 
simply not having children. Women born in Britain since the Second World War 
display a rising trend of voluntary childlessness .. , which is strongly associated 
with increasing levels of educational qualifications, that is, with an investment in 
their human capital and the employment career' (Hakim 1996:438). 
Hakim also commented on the level of work ethic associated with part-time workers 
claiming that women 'have a tendency to be unstable workers, as employers have long 
known' (Hakim 1996:443). Other studies, however, routinely draw the converse 
conclusion that there is no evidence that women in general, and women working part-
time in particular show any lesser degree of attachment to work in terms of loyalty to a 
particular employer (Marsh 1991:57) or that women part-time workers are necessarily 
more unstable than women full-time workers (Dex, 1987: 115, 2003). Hakim also found 
that women who worked part-time or not at all hold the most traditional sex-role 
attitudes, and are married to men with even more extreme views of women's role in the 
home. Her original thesis was that these new 'feminist myths' replaced the old 
'patriarchal myths' about women. She attacked feminist orthodoxy saying it had 
'replaced dispassionate social scientific assessment of the evidence on women 's position 
in the labour market' (Hakim, 1996). 
This thesis was designed to look at 'choice' as perceived by women in the study and this 
chapter explored choice in its many manifestations, and Hakim's cited 'myths' above 
were therefore typical of one feminist standpoint (Devault, 1990) and were likely to be 
seen as key issues for an argument about women making choices. Hakim (2000) has 
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since up-dated her work. Her latest research aimed to presents a multi-disciplinary and 
universal theory for explaining and predicting current and future patterns of women's 
choice between employment and family work using what she terms 'preference theory' 
developed specifically to explain women's behaviour and interestingly "choices" which 
represents a break from male-centred theorizing in sociology and economics. 
Preference theory is developed to explain women's behaviour and choices 
internationally. It is grounded in the body of research on women's work and fertility 
identifying major historical changes. For example she now posits tenets of five changes 
as follows; the contraceptive revolution from 1965 which created a social revolution for 
women, the equal opportunities revolution, the expansion of white collar jobs, the 
creation of jobs for secondary eamers and the increasing importance of attitudes, values 
and preferences in life style choices. Hakim noted that there were different development 
rates in these areas for different countries. She focused on what is distinctive about the 
choices women make rather than women as different from men in their work patterns or 
as due to sex discrimination. Women are heterogeneous in their preferences and 
priorities, their employment patterns and work histories and in 'the new scenario' have 
choice. Hakim continues to argue the polarization effect is intensifying in each 
succeeding generation and underlying this scenario is a conflict between home and 
career (production and reproduction). Hakim again notes the rise in voluntary 
childlessness (Hakim, 2000). 
Whilst, Hakim agreed that women face social structural and cultural barriers to working 
outside the home, and to achieving higher status jobs within the workforce, she found no 
evidence that such barriers are greater for part-time workers than for full-timers (Hakim 
1996:451). Yet others have found this to be an influencing factor to occupational choice 
thus creating low aspirations in women' (Bagilhole, 1986, Holland, 1988; Rees, 1992). 
Hakim's declaration that 'the dominant feminist view continues to insist that part-time 
work is an unwilling "choice" forced on women by the need to cope with childcare 
responsibilities' (Hakim 1996:436) with evidence from the women in the study. 
In summary, this chapter has considered choice through philosophical, psychological 
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and theoretical perspectives. Since it has been argued that in much the same way it has 
been shown 'his' poverty and 'her' poverty are not the same, (Glendinning and MilIar, 
1992) the same may be said for 'his' and 'her' choices and therefore, it follows, 'his' 
and 'her' success. This will be analysed in later chapters. Whether the women of the 
study felt that they as individuals could really decide and choose (as Hipparchia did in 
Ancient Greece) between possibilities in their lives. This was an issue for the women 
undertaking the personal development course and an issue for this thesis. The hope of 
Women Making Choices was to convey the self-empowerment that can be 
motivationally induced in individuals once they have recognised that they do have 
choices. The fear was that it might not be true for all of the women. Choice and 
success will now be linked to deeper theorizing perspectives and issues of organization 
and patriarchy. 
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Chapter 4 
Career and Organisation - Theoretical Aspects of Women, Career and Existing 
Organizational Structures 
This chapter sets out to partly answer the question of women's disadvantage to men. In 
doing so, to define patriarchy whilst considering the relevance of theorizing 
organisational perspectives (Cooper, 2001). This is because a patriarchal power 
paradigm is seen to exist in organisational life (Kanter, 1977; Ledwith and Colgan 1996; 
Whitehead 2001). It continues to consider the agency versus structure debate and 
competing ideological perspectives. It continues the theme of choice and attempts to 
explain the 'choices' available for women located in a white, male, western construction 
of employment. It theorizes the known existence of sex inequalities (Cockburn, 1991) 
between women and men and considers structures of employment in the workplace. It 
draws upon the work of Rees (1992, 1999) in relation to segregation, material realities 
and exciusionary mechanisms used by men and it questions why there is a need for 
gender work and professionalism (Shaw and Perrons, 1995). 
If feminism and women's studies has been the academic, analytical and philosophical 
thought behind women's position in society then equal opportunities could be 
considered part of the pragmatic, social policy (Coote et ai, 1990) professional 
practitioner (Shaw and Perrons, 1995) and legal response to inequalities, as represented 
by various individuals and groups. Dex and Shaw (1986) questioned, do equal 
opportunities policies matter? This chapter supports and explains the relevance of equal 
opportunities and its connection to choices. It explores theoretical explanations of equal 
opportunities, discrimination, prejudice and sexual harassment which are key issues in 
respect of the difficulties faced by women, either seeking to develop to enable a return 
to work or for those already in work and seeking development. It has been argued that 
the concept of patriarchy is indispensable for an analysis of gender inequality in order to 
capture the depth, pervasiveness and interconnectedness of women's subordination 
(Walby, 1990). Politically, and from a feminist perspective, patriarchy has come to 
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mean the dominance of social and political institutions by men, and the consolidation of 
male hegemony that is to say male domination (Goldberg, 1993). In organizations it can 
be seen that gender is systematically reproduced at all levels with men occupying senior 
roles and supporting jobs being associated with women (Pringle, 1989). This is despite 
the communicating of equal opportunities and diversity policies which have been 
described as a 'cloak of equality' (Benschop et aI, 2001). Despite the fact that most 
management textbooks encourage horizontal and vertical integration (Harrison, 2000), it 
is possible to take any organization in the UK and the picture will look the same, a 
pyramid, with white men occupying the senior roles at the apex and women in the 
supporting lower level roles (Hansard, 1996). 
Women have been invisible in the workplace and the boss/secretary relationship has 
been seen as an archetype of power relations in which secretaries are compelled to 
negotiate the power structures (Pringle, 1992). Sexual harassment as experienced by 
women is a reminder of male hegemony and the hierarchy of the gender system. Most of 
the power over life opportunities in this country continues to be held by white men 
despite considerable change in attitudes towards equality over recent years. There 
remains a huge inequality gap between the opportunities enjoyed by men and women 
(Clements and Spink, 1994 and EOC, 2002). Equal opportunities and increasingly the 
'diversity' (Kandola and Fullerton, 1998) agenda play their part in determining policy 
implications for women who undertake personal development training. 
Super (1957) has shown how a linear career has traditionally been seen as central to 
man's search for meaning and identity, that is, the construction of a hierarchical career is 
presented as a psychological necessity in order that men can pass through adult 
development successfully. This notion has been picked up more recently by Halford 
(1997) who draws on Gilligan (1982), Chodorow (1978, 1989) and Gallos (1989) to 
argue that because women's development is tied to understanding and strengthening the 
self in relation to others, women do not pursue the same goal-centred instrumental 
careers as men, who put occupational progression first (Halford, 1997: 11 0). Male 
careers are goal oriented whilst women's careers tend to be organised around contracts 
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and relationships (Marshall, 1989). Even the idea of a 'goal' is redolent of a 
predominantly masculine sporting metaphor. (One would ordinarily tend to think of 
football before netball). In theory, the concept of career has typically been andocentric 
and based on male workllife patterns but presented as a gender-neutral concept, in 
practice, however 'career' is more open to men than to women. Gallos (1989) argues 
that because women's development is tied to understanding and strengthening the self in 
relation to others, women do not pursue the same goal-centred instrumental careers as 
men, who put occupational progression first (Halford, 1997: 11 0). A linear career is not 
helpful for a woman who operates within a cycle of change, movement and relationship. 
A dichotomy can be detected linking a masculine agentic career as forward-looking and 
goal dominated acting purposefully with choice in an agentic career (Halford, 1997: 110) 
contrasted to a feminine-centred way of being. 
A linear career is not helpful in seeing the cycle of change and movement. Gender 
differences within an agentic career would therefore be seen as forward looking, goal 
dominated and masculine with a communion career it would be a way of being rather 
than acting purposefully and feminine. Such gender difference would typically be seen 
as relational and interdependent. (Chodorow, 1978, 1989; Gilligan, 1982). Yet the 
conventional paradigm of orderly career and planful, agentic development has limited 
applicability for both women and men (Halford, 1997: 111). It would be a mistake to 
leap to the opposite conclusion supported by Evetts (1992) ofa 'gender-neutral' concept 
of career. Various types of career processes have been constructed as a vehicle for the 
reproduction of dominant groups (Halford, 1997: 112). Ultimately, the privileged 
occupational core is made up of childless women and men with or without children 
(Halford, 1997: 13 7). These remain .the people who will develop traditional career paths 
which is not hopeful for women returners. 
The conventional dichotomy of a planned, linear career path has limitations for both 
men and women, particularly in today's changing workplace where career portfolios 
(Handy, 1994, 1996) are more prevalent and the certainty of a forty-year career seems to 
have been assigned to history. However, Halford (1997) argues that it would be a 
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mistake to envisage a 'gender neutral' concept of career. BagiJhole (2001), Cockburn, 
(1991) and Evetts, (1992, 1996) have shown how various types of career processes have 
been constructed as a vehicle for the reproduction of dominant groups. Gender 
differences in leadership style have suggested that when men dominate numerically 
women in that industry experience pressure to alter their leadership style (Bown and 
Brady, 1990; 1993; Manning, 1999). However, both gender and gender ratio influence 
leadership style and as such contribute to the barriers to women's equality (Cassell and 
Walsh, 1993) and women progressing in senior management roles (Gardiner and 
Tiggermann, 1999). Traditional career development theories have based their 
definitions on male life-cycles ignoring gender (Ashburner, 1994; Guntz, 1989); Super, 
1957; Ginzberg et aI, 1951}. Women sometimes have different ideas about achievement 
more in tune with the notion of a female hierarchy (Tiger and Fowler, 1978) than 
conventional hierarchies of command as commonly found in business. Given the 
inequitable distribution of men and women in the workplace evidence has been obtained 
to suggest that men are much less willing than women to adopt egalitarian roles. The 
importance of self-efficacy theory in the career decision-making process has been 
demonstrated (Giles and Rea, 1999). 
A trend has been identified in organisations in which feminist values are given support 
while feminists themselves are constructed negatively. It is argued that the 
incorporation of feminist values into the mainstream and simultaneous rej ection of 
those associated with the 'movement' itself can be understood through analysing 
related discursive practices. Although significant changes in gender relations have 
occurred, the decoupling of feminist values from feminists, can be read as a strategy 
that functions to minimize the impact of gender politics on contemporary society; the 
historical role men have played in women's oppression; and the related privileges men 
receive. The gender-neutral approach is identified as such a reformulation, which 
functions to marginalize any continued feminist voice and thus further initiatives for 
social change. It is easy to see this as a conspiracy but the argument certainly has 
resonance for women making choices and the neutralising of feminist voices. 
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There are competing arguments which seek to explain exploitation and oppression. 
Barker and AlIen (1976). Marx and Engels (1884, 1951) argued that exploitation and 
oppression occurred as a result of capitalism and class. The social contract of Western 
capitalist democracies is compatible with patriarchy and male dominance (Pateman, 
1988). Marriage is also seen as an Institution. Marx and Engels (1972, 1994) 
anticipated that women's emancipation would be achieved by their entry into 
production, however, this has not been the case and throughout the existence of the 
family, the exploitation of women has been an advantage to capitalism. Feminists 
place greater emphasis on patriarchy and sex and gender. Most radically, 'sexuality is 
important because it is specifically through sexuality that the fundamental oppression 
of men over women is maintained' (Firestone, 1970; Jeffreys, 1985, 1990). The role 
of heterosexuality as a political institution in the oppression of women has been 
described thus "the heterosexual couple is the basic unit of the political structure of 
male supremacy. In the couple, love and sex are used to obscure the realities of 
oppression (Leeds Revolutionary Feminist Group, 1981). Heterosexuality as an 
institution is founded upon the ideology of 'difference'. Though the difference is seen 
as natural, it is in fact a difference of power. When men marry women they carry into 
the relationship considerable social and political power (Jeffreys, 1990). 
Dominant ideologies, as might be expected, have many drawbacks, not least because the 
ideology of, say, equality, prevents the perception of power. Inequality between the 
sexes and the accompanying strategy (or subsequent policies) of 'equal opportunities' 
ignores and denies existing power differences. The concept of ideological dilemma is 
useful to consider here because it enables us to deal with conflicting notions about the 
nature of the individual in which the view is that 'we are all different' and equality in 
which 'we are all the same'. An effective equal opportunities strategy or policy would 
therefore have to be accepting of difference and state that treating people fairly is not 
about treating everyone the same but acknowledging, accepting and accommodating 
difference. Most notably, for example, women give birth; men do not (not yet anyway). 
Women are different to men and therefore both sexes will sometimes require different 
accommodations. 
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The sameness/difference debate has been a highly researched area within feminism 
(Cot! in Mitchell and Oakley, 1986; Gilligan, 1982). MacKinnon (1994) discusses the 
sameness/difference theory of sex equality, its dominance in shaping sex discrimination 
law and policy, and its flaws (discussed below). The sameness/difference theory is used 
to frame women's rights under the law in terms of their sameness to men (for example, 
deserving equal pay) or their difference from men (for example, right of matemity 
leave). This theory has a built in paradox, a "philosophical double standard" in that the 
theory calls for women's equal treatment based on being the same while requesting 
special rights due to biological difference. It is problematic because both sameness and 
difference use men as the referent category. Reifying women's realities into difference 
or sameness vis-a-vis men ignores women's possibilities. Further, equality measures 
rooted in sameness/difference often helps men more than women (for example, father's 
increased custody rights). This makes it difficult for women to argue for special 
treatment under the law when the underlying premise is equal treatment. Framed using 
this theory, demands for equality will always appear as women wanting it both ways. 
Structural forces and social inequalities are not considered in this approach. The 
channelling of women into sex segregated jobs with lower wages is considered sex 
difference in the workplace, not a result of structural sex discrimination. This is true 
particularly because there are no men as a reference category; thus, discrimination 
cannot be argued. Another example is that the law does not allow recognition that 
women raise children or else it gives them preferential treatment based on gender. 
MacKinnon (1994) used these examples to highlight the failings of the 
sameness/difference doctrine, and that the difference approach misses the fact that 
hierarchy of power produces differences, that is, inequalities. The more unequal a 
society, . the less likely the difference approach can do anything about it. MacKinnon' s 
(1994) alternative approach, known as the dominance approach, highlights that the 
equality question is one of the distribution of power. Sex inequality is seen as an 
outcome of systemic dominance. Gender distinctions as dichotomous categories are 
perpetuated and maintained by social mechanisms and are socially constructed. Part of 
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this social construction is reproduced by cultural categories of gender and by practices, 
which reinforce them (Fuchs, 1999,2004). 
Feminist perspectives can now be translated into modem organizational theorizing, thus, 
a socialist feminist perspective focuses on the social structures of capitalism and/or 
patriarchy and the power process underlying inequalities. The socialist feminist 
perspective sees the public/private split as permeating society, separating work and 
home thus producing a gendered organisational structure (Firth-Cozens and West, 
1991). This perspective links the structure of organisations to people within it and the 
emphasis is on a minimum of division of labour and a maximum on participation and 
may be seen as 'harder' than a liberal feminist approach. 
A liberal feminist perspective seeks to analyse inequality through a lack of 
organisational opportunities and fair procedures due to, for example; sex stereotyping, 
the 'glass ceiling', and (Flanders, 1994, Morrison, 1992; Still, 1992; Wirth, 2001) the 
'sticky floor', a lack of mentors and a lack of networks. The liberal feminist perspective 
sets the agenda for research on gender and organisations concerned with measuring and 
explaining inequalities between men and women in the workplace. Such a perspective 
adopts as an important strategy the improvement in the position of women. This 
perspective is perhaps closely associated with the kind of personal development courses 
which take place in most . business organisations. This concept is seen as being 'soft' 
and this is where work is most often situated in terms of the approach to training and 
development undertaken in business. However, personal development courses also 
provide an illusion of women's needs being taken seriously by management, whilst, at 
the same time, reinforcing structural equality. They are, after all, called personal 
development courses. This cynicism is not to undermine their real value as will be 
shown later in Chapter 6. 
Such a liberal approach seeks to challenge discriminatory practices, often while 
positioning men and women as essentially different. Such understandings lend weight 
to the idea that women have a particular 'female management style', one which could be 
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put to good effect in the 'successful' organization (Clutterbuck, 1990). In this respect 
the challenge for women is to break through the 'glass ceiling' (King, 1993) albeit with 
the contradiction of not necessarily disturbing the masculinist work culture which in part 
sustains it (Davidson and Cooper 1992, Flanders 1994 In Stephen Whitehead, 2001, 
Itzin, 1995). It has been argued that conceptualizing the glass ceiling as something that 
can be managed has precluded social action which could create change (Buzzanell, 
1995). These different feminist perspectives emphasise one side of the distinctions 
between agency and structure, difference and equality and gender as being either 
naturally given or socially constructed and will inform the later analysis. The theory 
behind the liberal feminist perspective lies in the form of equal opportunities legislation 
and policy which provide the structure for societal move towards change and equality. 
Although much has been done to improve equality over the last thirty years and the 
environment in the workplace is improved, the pace towards full equality between 
women and men remains pedestrian. 
It is relevant to explain the origins and principles of the equal opportunities agenda and 
to assess how far liberal feminist theories are translated into legislation and policy in the 
drive towards equality - is it choice or chance? This is not just because the equal 
opportunities agenda has been a catalyst for women but also because the agenda is now 
changing towards a 'diversity' approach (Kandola and Fullerton, 1998). This highlights 
a caveat and a potential issue for women's personal development courses. This is 
because a move towards a diversity agenda might indicate less of a drive towards 
positive action interventions in training. This is likely to work against women and hard-
won gains through equal opportunities principles may be lost, especially against a 
backdrop of a white, male, constructions of employment and mainstrearning (Evetts, 
1994; Rees, 1998; Wilson-Schaef, 1992). 
Equal Opportunities is a concept advocating that everyone should be equally well placed 
to obtain rights and benefits (Esam and Berthoud, 1991). Equal Opportunities are based 
on fairness in society and the fundamental principles of meritocracy. (See Halsey, 1977 
and Young, 1963) for discussion. Merit is defined as a measure of intelligence, plus 
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effort, which approximates to talent, as distinct from a genealogical factor, say, by birth. 
As a concept, 'merit' may also be equated to the more old-fashioned term of 
'deserving'. Generally speaking, capacities of intelligence and effort are then cultivated 
through the education system which is designed to advance merit. Meritocracy has been 
characterized as promoting rule by status group rather than by class and thereby 
encourages social mobility. This creates an emerging elite but the idealistic intention is 
that everyone should have started at the proverbial 'level playing field'. Although it 
could be argued that equality of outcome is the aspiration, current practice remains 
towards the ethos of equal opportunity and the complexities it engenders has been 
described as follows: 
"Equal Opportunities as a concept is complex, contentious and controversial. It 
is linked to other important values such as social justice, which some would 
argue is a jimdamental underpinning to liberal democratic societies ... Even at 
an institutional level "equal opportunities" can stoke up conflicts and expose 
difficulties within organizations that were previously dormant. It means 
different things to different people, and those members of society and particular 
organizations who have already benefited from inequality - usually white, non-
disabled men - may resist "equal opportunities" policies if they feel that their 
opportunities and prospects are threatened' (Bagilhole, 1997:29). 
Equal Opportunities is therefore complicated. It can be viewed at a deeply philosophical 
and ideological level but it can also be seen as a more practical and pragmatic approach 
for society. Equal Opportunities also means many things to many people depending on 
their theoretical perspective. It is thought of as a philosophical ideal, a movement, a 
campaign, a discipline, an ethos, a practical management tool, pragmatism, social 
justice, social policy, fairness, equal rights and the law. Of course, equal opportunities 
is associated with areas other than sex and gender, for example, race, disability, age, 
religion, creed and sexuality and of course with feminism. 
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The foregoing has explained various theoretical models of Equal Opportunities and the 
term has also been defined in various ways. None of these theories are explained in 
terms of gender and it is really due to feminism that issues of equality and inequality 
were fully addressed. In contemporary terms, most people generally understand equal 
opportunities as being something about being treated fairly. It used to be assumed that 
the underlying goal of equality of opportunity was the quest for social justice and it was 
regarded as unjust for some groups to be denied such opportunities simply because of 
their personal characteristics which are irrelevant to the fulfilment of potential, for 
example, gender, race, colour, disability, religious beliefs, social class background and 
age (Holtermann, 1995: 33). 
The Equal Opportunities Commission was set up in 1975 to do the following; eliminate 
discrimination between women and men; promote equality of opportunity between 
women and men and to recommend amendments to the Sex Discrimination and Equal 
Pay Acts. There is an extensive and growing body of domestic legislation and 
regulations in respect of equal opportunities (EOC, 2005). The legislation most pertinent 
in respect of the study relates to the Equal Pay Act and the Sex Discrimination Act. The 
Equal Pay Act was passed in 1970 but was not enforced until 1975. Since the UK 
joined the EEC (now the EC) in 1972, there has been a requirement of compliance to 
Article 119 of the Treaty of Rome, which stated that men and women should receive 
equal pay for equal work. However, it was not until 1994 that a woman could claim 
equal pay with a man doing work of equal value. This notion of work of equal value 
was an attempt to achieve both equality and difference through recognition of the 
structural obstacles in women's way. 
Low payor no pay remains a/act o/life/or many women in the UK. The EOC reported 
that new figures on individual income reveal that more than half o/women have a 
disposable income 0/ less than £1 00 a week (EOC, 2002). In 21st century Britain these 
could be considered breadline figures. Around 40 per cent 0/ all women had total 
individual incomes o/less than £100 per week in 2000/2001, compared with less than 
one fifth 0/ all men (Women and Equality Unit, 2002, EOC, 2002) (Brannen and Moss, 
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1991). An EOG guide on equal pay stated that an important change was made to the 
Equal Pay Act which enabled a woman to claim equal pay for work of equal value to 
that done by a man at the same employer. 
Figures shQW that a WQman with twQ children, whQ stays .out .of paid wQrk while her 
children are under schQQl age and returns initially tQ part-time emplQyment at gradually 
increasing hQurs, typically fQrgoes £300,000 in gross earnings .over her lifetime after the 
birth of her first child at the age of 25 (Labour Force Survey, 2001; ONS 2002). 
Women are sometimes prepared tQ work in jobs at levels of pay that men would nQt 
accept which perpetuates and reinfQrces any QccupatiQnal segregatiQn .of jQbs. 
AlthQugh, women tQday are becoming less inclined to accept minimum wages, 
particularly if the woman is the sole breadwinner or a lone parent. 
Turning again to the legislation, The Sex Discrimination Act (SDA) 1975 provided that 
it is unlawful to treat someone less favourably than another on the grounds of sex. The 
Sex DiscriminatiQn Act (1975) explicitly defmes three types of discrimination as 
fQllows: 
(1) direct - where SQmeone is treated less favourably than anQther because of his or 
her sex .or because he or she is married .or on racial grounds. (Racial grounds 
include colour, race, nationality/citizenship and ethnic and national .origins). 
(2) indirect - where, although everyone is treated the same, there are 
requirements which are such that members of a particular sex or race are 
disadvantaged in comparison with single people - and these requirements 
(3) victimisation - whereby a person who complains about sex discrimination is then 
victimized as a result of their complaint. 
For Clarke (1995) this legislatiQn missed the point that discrimination against women is 
the result of a cQmplex set of interactions, a socially constructed inferiQrity, on grounds 
of gender, which the concept of 'equality of opPQrtunity' can only address in a limited 
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and individualistic way. The model of 'sameness', that sex is a suspect classification 
which simply needs to be ignored in order to achieve quality, fails to address the reality 
that women's lives are different from men's. The legislation takes an assimilationist 
model approach which views the male role as the norm and woman as 'other' (Clarke, 
1995: 55). With only a few exceptions (for example, Genuine Occupational 
Qualifications/Requirement) the SDA (1975), makes it unlawful to deny employment to 
a woman solely on the grounds of her sex. Despite this, the majority of workers remain 
concentrated in a limited range of occupations, for example, domestic, clerical, service 
and retail work. (Allan and Crow, 1989) Often Iow paid, Iow status and Iow value are 
accorded to such workers. We will see links relating to Women Making Choices in the 
Results Chapters 8 and 9. 
There have been many achievements since the early days of equal opportunities and its 
accompanying legislation. However, the language of equal opportunities, in a similar 
vein to feminism has sometimes created 'backlash' because of the antipathy towards so-
called "political correctness". (Faludi, 1991; Quest, 1994; Radcliffe-Richards, 1980). 
This has induced charges of 'PC gone mad' headlines (Training Journal, 2002), and has 
encouraged over-criticism of those genuine attempts to be sensitive in the use of 
language. Part of the drive to satisfy this over-reaction has been to change the language 
of equal opportunities, Orwellian style, to 'diversity-speak'. Diversity is apparently more 
acceptable because it is seen as more inclusive and therefore includes white males, 
unlike equal opportunities which carries a perception of being for 'minority' groups. 
There is an on-going debate between the terms equal opportunities and diversity (Liff, 
1999; Kandola, 1998). Both terms may be used in similar contexts. The terms 
'managing diversity' and 'valuing diversity' have also begun to gather influence since 
1987 in the USA following the publication of Workforce 2000 (Johnstone and Packer 
1987, The Hudson Institute). 
Diversity refers to any difference between individuals including age, race, gender, 
sexuality, disability, education and social background. Such differences affect peoples' 
performance in the workplace and hence the need for 'managing' diversity. Diversity is 
- 61 -
now seen as central to good people management and best practice and it is considered 
that the business case for diversity is compelling (Ross and Schneider, 1992; Schneider-
Ross,2000). Kandola and Fullerton (1998) see 'managing diversity' as an evolutionary 
step in the implementation of equal opportunities and that it is genuinely something 
different and not merely a new label for an old concept. They claim to demonstrate how 
diversity is different from equal opportunities in the following table: 
Table 4.1 Managing Diversity versus Equal Opportunities 
Managing Diversity Equal Opportunities 
• ensures all employees maximize • concentrates on discrimination 
their potential and their contribution • is perceived as an issue for 
to the organization women, ethnic minorities and 
• embraces a broad range of people with disabilities 
people; no one is excluded • concentrates on the numbers of 
• concentrates on movement within groups employed 
an organization, the culture of an • is seen as an issue to do with 
organization and the meeting of personnel and human resource 
business objectives practitioners 
• is the concern of all employees, • relies on positive action 
especially managers 
• does not rely on positive 
action/affirmative action 
(Source: Kandola and Fullerton, 1998: Table 11.1, pp, 167) 
Kandola and Fullerton (1998) built a validated model of diversity based on a synthesis 
of strategic models put forward by other authors. They showed an example of an 
organisational response to diversity as follows: 
Table 4.2 Validated model 
Equal Opportunity Diversity 
• externally initiated • internally initiated 
• legally driven • business-needs driven 
• quantitative focus • qualitative focus 
• (ie improving the numbers) • (improving the environment) 
• problem-focused • opportunity focused 
• assumes assimilation • assumes pluralism 
• reactive • proactive 
• race, gender and disability • all differences 
(Kandola and Fullerton, 1998:12) 
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Diversity is not about reducing standards or about removing prejudices. Indeed, 
diversity realistically recognizes that prejudices exist but then so does the concept of 
equal opportunities. Yet, 'Diversity' is driven more from a business and quality 
direction and inclusivity. It is not about positive discrimination and it claims it is not 
just about language and 'political correctness'. A pessimistic view of diversity is three-
fold. Firstly, it may be seductive; the word sounds people-friendly and engenders a feel-
good factor about progress and inclusivity. This could be a double-edged sword if 
actions are not followed through. The second is the successful mollifying of what is 
only a perception of exclusion amongst white men. The third is the net effect on 
organisations which may end up reverting to the status quo and consequently nothing 
may change. 
Women should take care that the equal opportunities agenda is not hi-jacked by a white 
male business and diversity agenda which does not produce positive change for women. 
It has been suggested that it would be a good idea to stop the use of the term equal 
opportunities and to focus instead on human potential and 'dignity at work' (Rennie, 
1993:56). Terms of expression in policy come and go and are subject to fashion as well 
as prevalent ideas of the times. 'Dignity at work' fmds favour amongst some 
organisations, but a 'Dignity at Work Bill' has yet to pass through Parliament. Any 
behaviour, which fosters an environment in which women and women's bodies are seen 
as objects, affects the dignity of women and men at work (Rubenstein, 1989). 
Turning again to the concept of career this is a highly contested notion for feminists 
(Evetts, 1992, 1994). As we have seen careers tend to be hierarchical, masculine and 
linear and thought of as a career ladder in terms of social mobility and progression with 
a hegemonic status (Halford et aI, 1997:109). The linear career is seen as central to 
men's search for meaning and identity (Levinson, 1986). It is seen as the construction 
of a hierarchical career which is presented as a psychological necessity in order that men 
can pass through adult development successfully (Super, 1957). Evetts (1994) criticised 
this 'objective' career structure as over-determined and as assuming a reality over and 
above the individual career track. Often in job advertisements the person being sought 
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has to demonstrate a 'career track record'. The opposing notion of a 'subjective' career 
focuses on how individuals construct (or even choose) their career. Evetts (1994) 
concentrated on career process and pattern rather than structure. Layder (1993) 
emphasized that individual employees have little power in organizations because they 
can usually easily be replaced. 
Women in Higher Education have found themselves under more feminist scrutiny than 
probably most organizations (David, 1997; Walsh and Morley, 1996; Whitchurch, 2005; 
Wisker, 1996). Feminists have understood how higher education is a dominant form of 
knowledge production and have sought strategies to be catalysts for creative change 
(Morley and Walsh, 1995). Nightingale (1992) has described attending three science-
based conferences in a row where males featured predominantly, sexist language was 
common, men and boys featured in illustrations, men dominated discussions and 
question time and when the women did present they were subjected to harsh questioning 
and criticism which showed no attempt to comprehend the points. She described being 
trivialized, patronized and denigrated. 
Diversity and equal opportunities issues do seem to concern people once in the 
workplace. What matters in fairness terms may also relate to recruitment, selection and 
retention of people who may already be excluded. Genuine inclusiveness is also about 
outreach into communities and widening participation. The women in the study were 
for the most part seemingly outside equal opportunities policies and practices. 
Therefore the discourse changes but the importance and relevance of the topic is 
sustained which can only be a positive step towards the fulfillment of fairness for all. 
One of the most helpful pieces of legislation under the Sex Discrimination Act was 
section 4 which provided for positive action training but it is restrictive in its conditions 
for use although it allows 'positive action' in a number of circumstances. Positive 
action refers to a range of measures designed to counteract the effects of past 
discrimination and to help eliminate sex stereotyping. Positive action can include other 
measures which will create genuine equal opportunities, for example, life-cycle (Allatt 
et al. 1987) flexitime, career-break schemes, workplace nurseries, mentoring, target 
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setting and, of course, includes positive action training programmes (Essex et aI, 1986). 
The SDA (1975) defined training as including any fonn of vocational training, 
education or instruction and may include: 
• Encouraging women specifically to apply for training 
• Making access to courses more readily available 
• Reserving places on existing courses 
• Providing single-sex training.' 
Section S47 (3) makes specific reference to positive action training for people who have 
had a career break for domestic or family reasons. Before introducing Positive Action 
Training (S47) organizations need to establish that within the previous twelve months, 
women have been under-represented in the kind of work for which the training is 
envisaged. Positive action is widely used to refer to special single-sex training for 
women only, (Cole, 1987; Sensi, 1991) or men only, which is designed to help people 
find work or make progress once in work by improving their skills and qualifications. 
Positive action training may include: 
• Courses to develop confidence or assertiveness 
• Specific retraining for women whose skills have become rusty or out 
of date 
• Training which is based onjob sampling, work experience 'taster' 
days with employers, work shadowing experience 
• Training in skills, for example, carpentry, computer programming 
• Training in a technique, for example, interviewing, management 
or supervision 
• Middle management training to encourage women to apply for 
promotion 
• Career counselling and guidance for women working, or for those 
wishing to return to work 
• Career change into areas of skills shortage where employment is 
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available - especially suitable for women returners who did not 
have the opportunity of obtaining qualifications at school. 
As a result of this Section of the Act, women have been able to develop skills in a wide 
range of areas from woodworking, business studies, town planning, management, 
setting up own business, craft and design to assertiveness and Information Technology. 
(for example; Nottingham Women's Training Scheme; OWTS: Oxford Women's 
Training Scheme, 2005). (For discussion on the gender technology relation see Grint 
and Gill, 1995). 
Positive Action is needed to reach the goal of equality of opportunity for women in the 
workplace and to support women as they gain more influence (Bryce, 1994). It is 
necessary to help women obtain the skills they need to develop so that they can compete 
for a wider variety of jobs and to maximize and fulfill their own potential. It is also 
important for employers to ensure they maximize the potential of women employees. 
They need to encourage women into the workplace and then, once there, create 
opportunities for promotion and retention by ensuring their full contribution in the 
workplace. This supports the business case for equal opportunities and is a means of 
ensuring society does not waste its talents and resources. Holtermann (1995) discussed 
equal opportunities in a way which posed particular resonance and relevance for the 
thesis in terms of choice and chance as follows: 
'the concept of equal opportunities involves two parts: it involves, first, the 
notion of choice, and, second the notion of chance. Le Grand argues that a set 
of possibilities for the distribution of jobs, earnings, income, goods in kind, or 
any other set of economic arrangements (what he calls 'choice sets? will be 
regarded as equitable if the range of possibilities over which individuals can 
make their choices is the same for all, regardless of factors such as sex or race. 
The key question is then; do women and men have the same options open to 
them? Barr's discussion suggests that equality of opportunity only exists, if 
having made a choice, the probability of any particular outcome is the same for 
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each individual, regardless of race or sex etc. The key question then is: do men 
and women have the same chance of success along their chosen path? Equal 
choice and equal chance are both necessary for equality of opportunity. One on 
its own is not enough' (Holtermann, 1995:42) 
It is also said that too often issues of ethnicity and nationality have tended to be ignored 
(Yuval-Davis and Anthias, 1989). Feminisms have moved a long way from the central 
tenets of 'universal sisterhood' and 'common oppression' embedded in 1960s and 1970s 
feminisms, to contemporary diversifications which include postrnodem celebrations of 
difference and diversity (probyn, 1993). While it is important to develop 
conceptualizations which mirror the complexities of the contemporary social world, 
remaining throughout this historical process are recognitions of unequal power 
relationships between women both within and without the academy (patai, 1994). 
Critical interrogations have been conducted of post-modem theory assessing the 
contributions and limitations of, for example: Foucault, Deleuze, Guattari, Baudrillard 
and Lyotard (Best and Kellner, 1991). Postmodernism has marginalized analyses which 
foreground power imbalances, stressing difference rather than power differentials 
(Kenway,1995). 
Whereas once feminisms conflated all women's experience under that of the white, 
Western, heterosexual, middle-class female, now a proliferation of differences are 
signalled, but theorizations of power differentials between women remain as elusive as 
ever. Reay (1995) has focused on power differentials between women exploring how 
white, middle-class girls exercise both race and class power in relation to black and 
white working-class girls in the classroom (Reay, 1995a, 1995b). More extensively, she 
examined how middle-class mothers draw on class power to ensure their continuing 
advantage in the educational marketplace in ways that directly disadvantage working-
class mothers (Reay, 1996a, 1998). The versions of class found in 'malestrearn' (this 
term has been accredited to Mary O'Brien, 1981) academic writing, suggest an 
unrealistic stability and fixity (Goldthorpe, 1980; Marshall, 1989). Faced with such 
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rigidity of categorization, feminisms have largely overlooked the contribution of class to 
relationships between women (Skeggs, 1999). 
In summary, this chapter has explored theoretical aspects of women, career and existing 
organisational structures. It has defmed patriarchy and examined aspects of social class, 
equal opportunities and diversity policy and practices and their close association with 
women and development and therefore it follows, Women Making Choices. The next 
chapter will now consider the demographics associated with women at the time of the 
study and the relationship to choice, market work and home work. 
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ChapterS 
A Demographic Consideration of Women and Work in the UK 
This chapter defines work and discusses the social position of women in the UK, drawn 
mainly from research evidence compiled by the EOC (Equal Opportunities Commission, 
" , 
2003) and the ONS (Office for National Statistics, 2003). The EOC was set up under the 
Sex Discrimination Act 1975 (the SDA) to work towards the elimination of 
discrimination on grounds of sex or marriage and to promote equality of opportunity 
between women and men (EOC, 1995). It is necessary firstly to explain the 
demographic background of women in the UK explaining the position of white women, 
Black Minority Ethnic women and disabled women in order to show the social position 
of women in society. It reviews how women have arrived at the secondary work place 
position they now occupy. Secondly, it considers and defmes what is actually meant by 
work, both private and public and thirdly, it seeks to understand why there is a societal 
and Govenunent drive towards work-life balance. The point is to make explicit the link 
between women's choices, work and the relatively new concept of work-life balance 
(Fuchs, 1999,2004). This chapter explains why women need to gain and keep paid work 
in order to avoid poverty and thus dependency. 
Work constitutes a large part of most people's sense of self. Conventionally it is 
demarcated from our domestic or social lives. It is often experienced as the opposite of 
home and is something people do for pay, usually for set hours and it is associated with 
production (McDowell and Pringle, 1992). The total UK population is 58 million 
comprising 29 million women (and girls) (51%) and 28 million men (and boys) (49%) 
(EOC,2003). Women are therefore actually the majority sex in the UK. This is despite 
assumptions sometimes made to the contrary. For example, women are frequently 
referred to in terms which include them amongst other 'minority' groups. This 
discourse phenomenon may be attributable to 'white male as norm' conditioning. 
(Wilson-Schaef, 1992). 
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Although the population is relatively evenly divided by sex there are more boys bom 
each year than girls. Women generally also have a longer life expectancy than men, so 
there are actually more women than men living in the UK. From the age of fifty women 
begin to outnumber men and by the age of 89 there are three women to every man. Life 
expectancy for women is now 80 years compared to 75 for men. This data implies the 
significance for women in needing to ensure they have an income and therefore develop 
careers. Women need to do this to gain independence and safeguard their income for 
future self-sufficiency and security, especially if they are not to fall into poverty. 
The trend in female employment and participation in the labour market has been 
reviewed and described as revolutionary due to the features of the growing importance 
of women workers in Britain (Joseph, 1983, Martin and Roberts, 1984). 
Unemployment 1 rates for women number around 430 thousand women (15%) in the 
UK and older women tend to be unemployed for longer (EOC, 2003). Unemployment 
can lead to financial hardship as well as to other social problems. However, 
unemployment can hit women hard, especially if women are mothers and are the main 
earners in a family unit (Bradshaw et ai, 2003). 
As a higher proportion of women of working age have become economically active, the 
proportion of economically active men has declined. Women's economic activity rose 
from 56% (1971) to 72% (1999) while men's economic activity rates fell from 91% to 
84% and these trends are expected to continue (Cabinet Office 2000). Women's 
productive labour is therefore vital to the UK economy. An economic treatise of the UK 
analysed society as comprising a 30/30/40 divide, as follows; the first 30% the 
disadvantaged, the second 30% the marginalized and the third category, the privileged. 
Included in the first 30% were the more than four million unemployed men and women. 
Women married to economically inactive men were described as the absolutely 
disadvantaged (Hutton, 1996). 
1 A definition of unemployment is provided by the International Labour Organisation as follows; 
those aged 16 and over who are without a job. are available to start work in the next two weeks 
and who have been seeking ajob in the last four weeks or are waiting to start ajob already obtained. 
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Latest figures show households comprising a couple with at least one dependant child 
actually fell to 23% and one person households increased to 28%. However, it is still 
the case that women aged between 35 and 44 are more likely to live as part of a two 
adult with children household than any other age group (ONS, 2003). By 1996, 8% of 
families with dependant children contained one or more step-children. As women get 
older they are more likely to live in households with no children, as their children leave 
the family home, and eventually they live alone because as we have seen earlier women 
most frequently outlive their partners. Nearly two thirds of women aged 75 and over 
were widowed (EOC, 2003). It is an interesting societal change that an increasing 
number of women are choosing not to have children. It is now anticipated that nearly a 
quarter of women will be childless by the age of 45 (Cabinet Office 2000). Family and 
household characteristics are therefore constantly changing. The 'traditional' and 
'media' image of a family, visually represented in the past on comflake packets as 
comprising a heterosexual couple with '2.4' children now appears anachronistic. 
Changes in marriage and divorce have contributed to changes in the family and between 
1970 and 1997 the number of divorces more than doubled in Britain. First marriages 
have declined since a peak in 1970. There were 249,227 marriages in England and 
Wales in 2001. This was the lowest number of marriages since 1897 and marriage is in 
decline generally. In 1997, 54 per cent of women in the UK were married. Single 
women make up the majority of those aged 16-24 (75 per cent), but this proportion falls 
sharply as age increases and in the 35-44 age group only 8 per cent of women are never 
married. Younger women are more likely to live together with partners but this 
proportion falls quite rapidly to only 4 per cent in the 35 to 44 age group. As the 
proportion of cohabiting and single women falls after women reach their mid-thirties, 
the proportion of divorced, currently 8 per cent of the population, and separated women 
increases (EOC, 2003). This provides yet more evidence of the need for women to 
undertake paid work in order to support themselves, to provide independence, and for 
their security in later life and these statistics are likely to be pertinent to a group of 
women returners. Those who do decide to get married are leaving marriage until 
comparatively later. For example, the average age of women marrying for the first time 
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rose from 22 to 27 (for men it rose from 24 to 29) between 1971 and 1997. Divorce 
'choice' is much more a feature of modem society. Families which 'break down' and 
lone parents, usually women, are often plunged immediately into poverty. 
Poverty can be variously defined (Glendinning and Millar, 1992) but has contemporarily 
been described in four dimensions as follows; lacking two or more necessities; earning 
below 60 per cent median income; subjective poverty and receiving Income Support 
(Family Resources Survey, 2000). The latest evidence shows that after housing costs, 25 
per cent of women compared with 22 per cent of men were living in households with 
equivalent incomes less that 60 per cent of the median. Women are therefore more 
likely to be poor on all four dimensions of poverty. Moreover, the relationship between 
gender and poverty has been made explicit (Bradshaw et aI, 2003). In other words, 
women generally remain poorer than men. 
The proportion of families with dependant children who were headed by a lone mother 
in the UK rose from 7 per cent in 1971 to 25 per cent in 1998. As the marriage rates fall 
and co-habiting increases there has been a tendency for some couples not to 'commit' to 
relationships on a long term basis. Subsequently, during the past twenty-five years there 
has been an increase in the poverty of mothers and lone parents. (Holtermann et aI, 
1999). Lone parents with children are much more likely to be amongst the poorest 
households than people living alone or in couples (Cabinet Office, 2000). Lone mothers 
are often concentrated in areas of high unemployment. Fewer lone fathers take on 
childcare responsibility (Bradshaw et aI, 2003). 
The Disability Discrimination Act (1995) provided for disabled people not to be 
discriminated against in employment, unless there was a reasonable justification. (This 
has since been up-dated and the opportunity to discriminate has been reduced). Yet, the 
economic rate for women with disabilities was only 48%. This compares to 78% 
(women) who were not disabled. Disabled women and men were more likely to be 
working part-time or in the lower three social classes than those who were not disabled. 
(Employment by Disability Status, EOC, 2002). This means, that women with 
disabilities fare even worse and more are in poverty. 
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Black Minority Ethnic people have lower employment rates than white people. 
Specifically, unemployment rates for ethnic minority women were higher than those for 
the white population. The rates for PakistanilBangladeshi women and men were 
particularly high at 23% and 21% compared with the Indian population with rates of9% 
for both women and men. Despite the Race Relations Act (1976) and the Race 
Relations Amendment Act (2002) which attempts to eliminate discrimination and 
ensure equal opportunities, there is still no parity between races in terms of employment 
which is leaving many ethnic minority women dependent and in poverty. Racial 
discrimination cuts across sex discrimination leaving the choices available to Black 
women considerably reduced (Rees, 1992). Visible minority ethnic women are amongst 
the poorest. There emerges a hierarchy of poverty in which the Black disabled women 
fares worst. It is clear that the demographic and economic position of women in the UK 
leaves many women in poverty and therefore in a parlous state. 
Throughout history, most work done by women producing both goods and services has 
been without pay (United Nations, 1980) and yet the prevailing discourse of 'real work' 
still tends to revolve around the company, the firm, the organization and the office as 
distinct from the home and the work that occurs often unseen in the home. Employment 
Tribunals still have to deal with stereotypical assumptions, for example, that new 
recruits need to be the "best man for the job" (EOC, 2005). The origins of the sexual 
division oflabour (Dex, 1985) has left a legacy of job segregation within organizations. 
For example, 51 % of employed women were in occupational groups in which at least 
60% of workers were women. These groups were; clerical and secretarial; personal and 
protective services and sales occupations. Conversely, 65% of employed men were in 
occupational groups in which at least 60% of workers were men. These groups were 
managers and administrators; professional occupations; craft and related occupations 
and plant and machine operatives (EOC, 1997). Today we see, as never before, 
increasing numbers of women going out to paid work; 12.9 million (Duffield, 2002) yet 
the private work at home remains. Clearly, many women do work when they are not 
being paid. However, such work is not related to the business definitions of producing, 
or achieving something as Bagilhole (1994) inferred. 
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As men have traditionally occupied the 'public' sphere of paid work outside the home 
this means that they have seldom undertaken caring responsibilities in the 'private' 
sphere in the home. The costs of caring are therefore largely bome by women. A carer 
may be defined as someone who provides unpaid care, support or personal assistance to 
a relative, friend or neighbour. As much as poverty is linked to caring, it is therefore 
also linked to women. It is said that a woman on average can expect to spend up to 
twenty years of her life raising and caring for children and now up to thirty years caring 
for the elderly. In 1995-1996, 3.3 million women and 2.4 million men in Britain 
informally cared for a relative or friend, representing 14% of all women and 11 % of 
men. However, the proportion providing care increased with age, so 22% of women 
aged 45 to 64 provided some regular care compared with 17% of men in the same age 
group (Cabinet Office 2000). Five million women are full-time carers for the elderly, 
sick or disabled. 
The population in the UK is ageing and more and more people will require long term 
care. Once a 'carer' and faIling outside of the labour market it also becomes difficult to 
re-gain work, other than Iow-value, part-time jobs. The system of long-term care today 
depends for its fmancial viability largely on the exploitation of women and men (Pifer, 
1994; Maher and Green, 2002). Yet, it is not considered of value in a society structured 
on rewarding production. Married women are more likely to be carers than either men or 
non-married women. Around 3 in 10 women and men carers spent 20 hours a week or 
more caring. Women are also more likely to be looking after someone outside their own 
household as well as inside it which requires further practical difficulties to overcome. 
Approximately 1 in 7 carers spends 50 hours or more caring (EOC, 2002). Caring can 
be seen as a euphemism for work which can include providing transport, 24-hour 
surveillance, emptying commodes, cleaning and feeding and other personal services. 
Caring is work, this constitutes a great deal of unpaid 'work' for society. Aside from 
the physical and emotional costs of caring, other costs may also include incurring loss of 
pay, inferior conditions and seniority at the workplace, through, for example, breaks in 
employment (Joshi, 1992). Although women have increased their share of employment, 
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the hours gained has been on tenns far from equal with men (Glendinning and Millar 
1992:5). 
The ability of a mother to work is partly determined by the availability of child care 
facilities as much as her attitude to work (Dex, 1988). Affordable childcare provision in 
the UK is inadequate. It is interesting to note changing and comparative societal values, 
in that when deemed appropriate, as in war time, childcare provision was universal. 
Latest figures show that for every 6.6 children aged under 8, there was only one place in 
either a day nursery, with a registered child minder, or at an out of school club (EOC, 
2002). The absence of good quality, affordable childcare, compels mothers (not fathers) 
to limited employment options. Women mostly have to choose between good career 
enhancing jobs or jobs that .'fit in' with the children. Land (1992) argued that a refusal 
to develop child care services failed to meet the needs of many women and their 
children and widened inequalities with the gap growing between those who can afford 
day care for children and those who cannot. 
As children grow older more women are able to gain paid work. For example, those 
whose youngest child is aged under 5 have the lowest employment rate of 54%, 
compared with 70% for women whose youngest child is aged between 5 and 10 and 
77% for women whose children are 11 and over. The fewer children a woman has the 
more likely she is to be working full-time whereas women with two children were most 
likely to be working part time (CSO, 1995:23). Women with no children are likely to be 
placed the highest up the career ladder (EOC 2003). These statistics demonstrate the 
dramatic impact that having children continues to have on women in their careers. In 
other words, women do pay a high price in career terms if they choose to have children. 
The importance of childcare provision was acknowledged in a survey commissioned by 
the European Commission's Director General for Employment, Industrial Relations and 
. Social Affairs "if governments are genuinely concerned to improve the quality of family 
life, they should make housing and child care provision their top priority" (Family 
Policy Studies Centre 1991:12). The Government's Women's Unit claims to have 
responded positively to childcare issues (2000) but according to the 'What Women 
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Want' (1994) survey, Britain had the only government in Europe which did not 
subsidise childcare. Conversely, childcare is almost always staffed by women, who, as 
nannies and nursery nurses are on low pay. Childcare therefore seems to remain almost 
exclusively a 'women's issue' despite children being the product of both women and 
men. For the fIrst time, in his April 2002 budget, the Chancellor announced help 
towards childcare costs. Moreover childcare is a key issue for the latest New Labour 
manifesto of2005. 
The old saying that "a woman's work is never done" has been researched extensively 
(Bagilhole, 1994; CSO, 1995; Oakley, 1974; Pahl, 1988; ONS, 2003). Many studies of 
housework provide evidence of the disparity between what men do in the house 
compared to women (Press and Townsley, 1998). The kind of work which women do 
outside the home, for low pay, often reflects that which they do in the home, for no pay. 
Women provide unpaid servicing work which enables men to pursue employment and 
therefore maintain or enhance their earning power largely unencumbered by family or 
domestic responsibilities (Glendinning and Millar, 1992). 'Women's work' (Bradley, 
1989) has relieved men of the type of work that they do not want to do, thus freeing men 
to immerse themselves in their own abstract world. The problem has been that the more 
men are relieved of this work then the less men see 'women's work not as a really 
human activity - self-chosen but as a 'natural' labour of love , (Rarding, 1991). A study 
conducted by the CSO (1995) showed the allocation of household tasks and the disparity 
between what men and women do. With one exception, that of undertaking household 
repairs, women could be seen to be perfonning the major share of work in the house. 
The historical, sociological and economic concept of housework is usually discussed in 
the realm of the 'private' sphere. Rarding (1991) expressed the view that it is neither an 
instinctual activity nor necessarily a labour of love. "Is housework work? Yes! 
However, it has no fIXed hours or responsibilities, no qualifications, wages, days off for 
sickness, retirement, or retirement benefits" (Rarding, 1991). 
In terms of women not going out to work, of the 5 million women of working age who 
were economically inactive in the UK in Spring 1994, seven in ten said that they did not 
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want a job; this proportion rises to nearly nine in ten for women in their late fifties. Of 
those women who did want a job but were not looking for one, 57 per cent said that this 
was because they were looking after their family or home and a further 14 per cent were 
long-term sick or disabled. A similar proportion of men of working age did not want a 
job. However being long-term sick or disabled was their most common reason for 
wanting a job but not looking for one. Less than 7 per cent of men who wanted a job 
but had not been looking for one, gave looking after family or home as their reason 
(CSO 1995: 22). This is yet further indication that women still take on the major share 
of the caring duties in families. 
The UK 2000 Time Use Survey (ONS, 2002) indicated that if unpaid housework was 
treated like other work it would be valued at £700 billion to the UK economy. It found 
that women spend double the time than men on housework. A campaigning group 
International Black Women for Wages for Housework made visible women's 'double-
day' for unwaged and low-waged work (International Black Women for Wages for 
Housework Campaign, 2003). The 'What Women Want' (1994) survey similarly made a 
demand for tangible recognition of the value of unpaid work (Butler, 1991) but this 
demand was unheeded by Govemment (Roddick, 2000). Whilst far from a situation of 
equality between the sexes yet, it is fair to say that men's involvement in certain 
household tasks is increasing (CSO 1995: 14). Likewise, more women are taking on the 
public world of work. But these changes remain insignificant if any semblance of parity 
between the sexes is to be achieved. 
The male contribution to housework is often described as 'helping' when what is 
actually required is 'sharing'. As more women go out to work, the amount of 
housework they do does not diminish but men have not taken on the increased 'share' of 
the domestic work to the same equitable extent and women's achievement in paid work 
has been found to be linked to their commitment to unpaid work in the family involving 
the production of people, services and goods (Bagilhole, 1994). Consequently, the term 
'double burden' has been coined to describe the nature of paid and unpaid work which is 
now the experience of the majority of women. (Bullock, 1994, Bagilhole, 1994, 
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Hochschild, 1989). Myrdal and Klein (1956, 1968) also discussed the two roles of 
women. The extent to which the women of the study undertake housework is later 
examined. 
Women have also taken on additional work whilst already working at home. Such work 
is often described as 'outworking' whereby tasks, which often require dexterity are put 
out to women who work in their own homes. For example, cutting lace, sewing, filling 
bags, gluing cartons, painting models, painting plaster casts and machining. Often such 
work is unpleasant, tedious and has been found to be extremely low paid. Clearly 
women have not exactly been idle whilst 'not working' let alone the caring work 
whether for children, husbands, disabled or dependant family members or the elderly. 
Turning now to consider women in the market economy and 'going out to work' in 
modem organisations and the continuing theme of work-life balance. The concern is to 
understand the importance of the western, white, male construction of market work and 
employment in terms of current human resource management (HRM) practices. 
One of the fundamental changes in the UK labour market has been the increasing 
participation of women, particularly the extent to which they have taken up part-time 
work and gone 'out to work' into the public arena of work. Statistics show how the 
workforce has become 'feminized' with working women numbering 12 million 
representing 47% of the workforce and over half of all women (EOC, 2003). 
Nowadays, the only periods when a woman is most likely to be economically inactive 
are when she is still in her teens, studying, or when she is retired (CSO 1995: 21). At 
the time of the study the hours of work for men and women were as follows: 
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Table 5.1 EOC, 1996 Average weekly hours of full-time employees, Great Britain 
Average weekly hours of full-time employees 
Manual Occupations 
Females 40.2 
Males 44.8 
Non-manual Occupations 
Females 37.1 
Males 39.1 
All Occupations 
Females 37.7 
Males 41.7 
The proportion of women who were economically active is predicted to continue rising 
to 57 per cent by the year 2006. The sharpest increase in the economic activity rate 
between 1971 and 1994 occurred among women aged 25 to 34. This may be linked to 
the increase in the average age at which women are now having children and the 
increased availability of part-time jobs enabling women to combine paid work and look 
after their families (CSO 1995: 21).(Nelson, 1997). 
Many women who start out in jobs and subsequently leave them do in fact ultimately 
return to work. Women returners are often defmed as women who have previously been 
employed and who wish to return to work, usually, but not always, following a break for 
children (Collin, 1981). According to the Women Returners Network over 90% of 
women take one or more breaks from employment (WRN, 1996,2003). Two-thirds of 
women now return to work after having a baby (Callender et aI, PSI, 2005). The 
reasons for taking career breaks are different for men and women. Women returners are 
a diverse group who can range from young women going straight back to work after 
maternity leave to middle-aged women who suddenly find themselves alone and 
unsupported (Women's National Commission 1995:46). Women Making Choices would 
in the main have been described as returners. 
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Women who would like to work tend to fall into two main groups: those seeking to 
return to the labour market after an absence of several years or more, that is "returners" 
(Callender et ai, 1996). Women are taking less time off work before having their baby 
and are now more likely to return to work with the same employer (81% going back 
within 28 weeks in 1996 compared with 75% in 1988) (ibid, 1996). Those seeking to 
combine their jobs with family responsibilities which require absence or leave of 
varying duration (Whitting, 1992:69). Crompton (1998) discusses the pattern of 
women's paid employment from the standpoint of both constraint and individual choice 
by examining the variety of explanations to understand the situation of women at work. 
Hakim's (2000) aim was to posit a universal theory of women's choice between family 
work and market work. She focused on what is distinctive about the choices women 
make, rather than women as different from men in their work pattems or as due to sex 
discrimination. Hakim (2000) believed women to be heterogeneous in their preferences 
and priorities and in the new scenario to have a choice. Hakim argued that the 
polarization effect within women is intensifying in each succeeding generation. 
Underlying this scenario is a conflict between home and career (production and 
reproduction) and this she links to the rise of voluntary childlessness. 
The drive to 'go out to work' for women is due to many factors including financial need 
but also as a result of market demands, changing sex role attitudes, rising divorce rates, 
smaller families, availability of transport, labour saving-gadgets in the home, increasing 
aspirations and education. Maslow (1943,1959) showed how human beings, having 
fulfilled all other needs, ultimately seek satisfaction and 'self-actualisation' in achieving 
the pinnacle of their 'hierarchy of needs' and this could be as much of a driver for 
women as it is for men. Yet women also simultaneously develop strategies for 
negotiating their major relationships and managing the practicalities of career re-entry. 
This is done in terms of improvising an identity as a career woman with a baby and the 
balance sought by women returning (Millar, 1999). 
A 'career break' may range from professional status 'careers' for example, legal, 
medical and teaching professions which has been the predominant usage for the term 
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'returners'. However, it may also be from a Job', for example, casual, manual or 
technical work, such as cleaning or shop work. Women returners often have family 
responsibilities in relation to childbirth, childcare or care of other dependants which may 
cause them to leave work. Some women may be pleased to leave work, but for many 
women there is no choice: they cannot combine family responsibilities with working life 
(WNC 1991). An Agenda for Action was outlined for women returners and their 
employment potential (WNC, 1991). Major employers may offer official career breaks 
for employees, for example, some high street banks have pioneered specific "returner" 
schemes so as not to lose their investment in valuable employees. Others have offered 
schemes in relation to new 'Diversity' (Kandola, 1998) policies, for example, BT, B & 
Q, Midland Bank and Littlewoods with varying degrees of success. 
Despite a slight increase in women working in management jobs, women remain grossly 
under-represented compared to men. Men outnumber women in nine out of eleven 
managerial sub-groups with the exception of financial institutions, office managers, 
health and social services managers. For example, latest figures show that women 
number 21 % of corporate managers, 6% of production managers and as managers and 
senior officials they number 30% as compared to a 47% share of overall employment 
(EOC, 2002). Thus managerial occupations remain strongly gender segregated. In 
virtually all cases, women's share of employment in any particular industry was lower in 
managerial occupations than overall (ONS, Labour Force Survey, 2001). These 
replicate similar findings from the "Women at the Top" Survey (Hansard, 1990). The 
EOC's Report into British Management showed that women managers are more 
concentrated in certain careers. For example, many women managers are in Personnel, 
Training and Industrial Relations, yet fewer than one in five are IT (Information 
Technology) managers. A study by the Women in IT Champions Group, also found the 
lack of women at senior positions was particularly marked (Personnel Today, 28 
January 2003). In the Police Force, for example, there were only 7% of women are 
Chief Constables and 9% Assistant Chief Constables (DTI, 2005). A higher proportion 
of women managers work in the public sector than in the private sector. Women 
constitute two-thirds of managers in Health and Social Work but only up to 10% in the 
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construction industry. Women are not represented at all at a senior level in many 
industries and those who do have senior roles are much less likely to have dependant 
children than their male counterparts (EOC, 2002). Women are leaving work to have 
children and they tend to leave having children until later in their careers. The result is 
that few.are fulfilling their potential progression up the career ladder, resulting in under-
representation of women at senior levels. This is indicative that the 'glass ceiling' for 
women remains, especially for mothers. Employers are doing little to address the white 
male bias at senior management level (Work Foundation Report, Personnel Today, 28 
January 2003). 
The gendered restructuring of organizations has been analysed and the relationship 
between gender and organization widely discussed (Cockbum, 1991; Halford, 1997; 
Mills and Tancred, 1992; Savage and Witz, 1992). Earlier feminist work linked 
women's labour market activity with their familial position (Halford, 1997:3). The 
category 'woman' bears little relation to the diverse experiences of different women and 
representations of women within feminist theory. Early organisational work on 
women's exclusion has frequently been drawn from white, middle-class women which 
has silenced other experiences (Halford et al 1997:11). Even if women get into senior 
posts they do so at the expense of co-option into male cultures. Organisational accounts 
consider a gender neutral, essentialist and embedded form whereas essentialist accounts 
of organization are masculinist and patriarchal with an embedded bureaucratic and 
gendered sub-culture which is inherently male (Acker, 1992:225). It has been suggested 
that organizational designs, practices and cultures are constructed within economic, 
social and culture processes that are always already gendered but also that gender 
relations within organizations are complex, dynamic and unpredictable (Halford, 
1997:13). Some psychological explanations suggested that women 'lacked' the 
necessary personality traits for leadership which showed some of the ways in which 
women were discriminated against through organisation and structures (Liff and Ward, 
2001) .. This discrimination was also borne out by the findings of the EOC and the CIPD 
(2003). 
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Increasingly we see the term workllife balance figuring as a key concept in 
organizational terms. Work-life balance is about adjusting working patterns (DTI, 
2004). Regardless of age, race or gender, everyone is theoretically able to combine 
work with their other responsibilities or aspirations. Increasingly, employers are 
developing a wide range of work-life balance options, covering flexible working 
arrangements (Domino Consultancy, 1990, Perrons, 1999) and flexible benefit 
packages. For example: 
• flexible working 
• time off in lieu 
• compressed working hours 
• annualised hours job-sharing 
• working from home 
• breaks from work 
• acceptance of part-time working 
Table 5.2 Flexible Benefit Packages 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
staggered hours 
less fixed shifts 
shift swapping self-rostering 
term-time working 
tele-working 
non standard work patterns 
removal of minimum hours 
Employers and business are becoming increasingly aware of the need to attract talent 
and the requirement to become 'employers of choice' especially as supply of the 
workforce may well not meet demand in the next few years. Adopting work-life balance 
policies is thought to ensure the attractiveness of employers by driving quality measures, 
professionalising recruitment and selection and ensuring staff are retained. Employers 
need to demonstrate they are good employers who are worth joining and demonstrate 
positive approaches to work-life balance. 
Women's time is frequently devalued in relation to men's time. The old phrase 'time is 
money' has always meant less for women. Women are paid less than men and have to 
work longer hours to reach the same level of income and 'the time needed to convert 
income into living standards is expended mainly by women in the course of their unpaid 
domestic work' (Glendinning and MilIar, 1992:9). The low levels of income received 
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by women for their labour is well documented (Lonsdale, 1992 and EOC, 2002, ONC, 
2003, United Nations, 1980, 2003). The gender pay gap is explained not just by overt 
discrimination but also by continued occupational segregation, child birth and caring 
responsibilities (Anderson et aI, 1998, Bradshaw et aI, 2003). Unequal pay and income 
are major sources of gender inequality and affect women of all ages and classes. 
Women receive 81.2% of average full-time male hourly earnings, while the average 
income for men is almost twice that for women. Therefore the latest pay gap figure is 
18.8% (EOC 2003, ONS 2003). However, they earn only 72% of their average weekly, 
and 71% of their average annual earnings (see table below) (EOC, 2002). These 
discrepancies of 18.8% between male and female hourly earnings shows that the Sex 
Discrimination Act (1970) and the Equal Pay Act (1980, arnended 1985) have failed to 
ensure equality for women in terms of pay. Worse still, the UK has the largest pay 
disparity in The European Union which explains why many working women in the UK 
are still below the poverty line or at risk of poverty. (Whitting, 1992:69; Lonsdale, 
1992:95). 
The situation is still the same in 2005 although it may change as new entrants to the 
Union join from poorer countries. Speaking at a conference on women in IT, Patricia 
Hewitt, Trade and Industry Secretary said 'the current situation is bad for women. It 
means they are missing out on opportunities to earn the higher wages available. It is 
also bad for business and bad for the economy" (2002). The cost to the UK of not 
implementing equal opportunities policies and the incidence of costs of unequal pay and 
sex discrimination have resulted in a rigid gender-order which needs to be unlocked 
(Bruegel and Perrons, 1995). The table below indicates the relative earnings of male 
and female partners and shows that 87% of men earn more than their female partners. 
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Table 5.2 Relative earnings2 of male and female partners, 1995 
United Kingdom Households where: 
Man earns more than woman 
Earnings are equaP 
Woman earns more than man 
All households 
Source: Central Statistical Office/New Earnings Survey 
Percentages 
62 
25 
13 
100 
The table below indicates the gender pay gap in terms of hourly, weekly and annual pay 
rates: 
Table 5.3 Gender Pay Gap 
Gender Pay Gap Hourly (£) Weekly(£) Annual (£) 
Women pit 7.42 143.80 7,593 
Men pit 9.48 283.50 14,619 
Women£'t 10.22 383.40 19,811 
Men fIt 12.59 513.80 27,437 
Pay gap 81.2% 72% 71% 
Source: New Earnmgs Survey (Apnl, 2002) 
The pay gap is wider for weekly than for hourly earnings because men tend to work 
more paid hours a week than women (that is in tenns of market work and economic 
activity). Men are also more likely to receive overtime and other additional payments. 
The effects of unequal pay and income on women include; reduced economic 
independence, greater likelihood of low pay while working and greater likelihood of 
poverty in old age (EOC, 1992,2002). This economic imbalance between women and 
men is bound to affect choices about participation in farnily life. 
As we have seen, the legitimation of gender pay divisions and job segregation (Pahl, 
1984; 1992) in the past was based on the assumption of the times that women should be 
2 One manlone woman households (with or without children) where both partners work full time 
3 Within £50 per week of each other 
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financially dependent upon men. The fmancial controlling of women has to be seen 
historically and in consideration of the time when such arrangements were quite normal 
and acceptable. 'Dependency on men by women has also traditionally been assumed to 
protect women from poverty because of an understanding that they will be provided for 
by their men. This gendered notion reduces women's rights' (Lister, 1990:452-3). 
Furthermore, income in households is not always distributed equitably, this has been 
found to be the particular case where men are the sole-breadwinners and the household 
is a low-income family (Bradshaw et ai, 2003). However, those days of 'being provided 
for' are long gone, especially given .the extent of the ferninisation of the workforce. 
One does not hear the term "career man" in the way one would hear "career woman". 
Moreover men are not asked how they are going to combine family with career 
(Steinem, 1992). Early models of employment careers were based on male models. This 
was signified in society by an expectation that a man would work all his life until 
retirement probably putting in forty years work to the same company or firm. A man 
was likely to be identified as a 'working man' or 'company man'. It is interesting to 
note in passing that their female partners would likely be called 'trophy wives' or 
'corporate wives' (Setters, 2003). The consequence of this created white male support 
systems in organizations which are the reality which disadvantage women (Bagilhole, 
2001). 
In a search for a definition of 'career' it was found that experts have struggled to 
develop an adequate definition because of the subjective and complex nature of 
vocational life cycles (Dainty, 1998). It has been suggested that a career should not 
imply success or failure as those terms are relative to the individual and the subjective 
career consisting of values and attitudes which differ from the objective career which is 
made up of observable choices (Evetts, 1996). Both must be considered because careers 
are a process made up of many work related experiences (Hall, 1990). With the advent 
of the feminization of the workforce we have seen the concept of 'career woman' 
emerge but how is 'she' to be a career woman? Pringle (1992) questioned whether a 
'career woman' could maintain her femininity or whether she had to give up her gender 
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and become an 'honorary man'. It is a view shared by others that many career women 
apparently behave like men in order to arrive at and sustain their positions. 'The few 
women who do achieve have to accept and adopt typically male characteristics in both 
their work situation and their family life; they have to make choices between work and 
the family' (Bagilhole, 1994,2001). Previous research in the UK has also focused on 
women's career choice (Gale, 1990, 1992, 1994). The evidence has suggested that 
women remain disadvantaged in comparison to men in terms of career development 
(Bagilhole et al1995; Gale, 1994; Greed 1991). According to an investigation into the 
life span development of women who have achieved eminence within commerce, 
industry and public life, women are still expected to conform to a male model of career 
success (White, 1995). 
Official and formalised career breaks have in the past tended to be enjoyed by more men 
than women. These are the types. of arrangement which allow staff an opportunity to 
take leave of absence from a job for a period. They may be granted for a variety of 
reasons including, child care, elder care, education and extended travel. Such schemes 
recognise the benefit in allowing staff members to do something different for a short 
time in their lives. This can rejuvenate tired staff and encourage loyalty, for example, 
career breaks in the form of sabbaticals have been a traditional reward for many 
lecturers and teachers in academia. 
Despite women's increased presence in the labour market in a wider variety of careers, 
and despite the career-related concerns voiced by women, career guidance and 
management services still offer measures based on male models. Yet, there is a need for 
theoretical models to correspond to women's needs (Spain et aI, 1997). Women, on the 
other hand, have alternative employment careers since for many their 'best years' are 
often usefully employed in raising children. How such an important job as child-rearing 
came to have such low value attached to it has been considered (Moss, 2002, Bradshaw 
et al, 2003). Furthermore, women's ways of working can be different to the male 
model. For example, the use by women of their Emotional Intelligence (Goleman, 
1997). 
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The modern workplace in the UK is stilI defmed by a macho long hours culture (Gaby 
Hinsliff, The Observer, Sunday, 3 February, 2002) which tends to be the norm for 
aspirational white, middle-class, male managers. Indeed, the UK 'leads' the league in 
Europe for the longest working week (CIPD, 2001). However, there is also some 
contra-evidence that long hours may have levelled off and may now be in decline (see 
table below). 
Table 5.4 Hours Worked 
. 
No of hours worked 1998 2001 
50 plus hours 25% 20% 
41-50 hours 52.5% 50% 
37 hours or less 21% 30% 
Source: (Management Today, June 2001) 
In the three months ending February 2003, the number of people working more than 45 
hours per work declined (Labour Force Survey, ONS, 2003). A CIPD (Chartered 
Institute of Personnel and Development, 2001) report examined the impact of long 
working hours on relationships with the family, friends and fellow workers and found: 
• The time the 'long hours' worker spends at work has a negative effect on hislher 
relationship with their children. More than a third (36%) report that the children 
have complained that they do not see enough of the parent who works more than 
48 hours a week. 
• Over a quarter (27%) of partners say that the 'long hours' worker does not 
always arrive home before their children have gone to bed or have the time to 
help with homework. 
• Most of the 'long hours' workers admitted feeling that they had struck the wrong 
'worklIife' balance, and 56% conceded that they were spending too much time at 
work. 
• Two-fifths of 'long hours' workers say that their work pattern has caused 
arguments with their partner in the last year and a similar proportion admit to 
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feeling guilty about not doing their fair share of domestic work. 
The Equal Opportunities Commission called on employers to discourage the long-hours 
culture which pervades many organisations and which perversely does not actually lead 
to greater productivity in the UK (Trades Union Congress, 2002). It is clear that long 
hours culture mitigates against the achievement of a workllife balance for both women 
and men. 
Atypical working includes part-time employment; temporary employment such as fixed-
tenn contracts; interim employment; seasonal employment and casual employment; self-
employment and sub-contracting, assisting relatives; home working; and hidden or 
illegal employment (Meulders and Plasman 1989). Women are largely over-represented 
in atypical employment (Whitting, 1992:70). Atypical work can also be categorized as 
'flexible'. In the Government White Paper Fairness At Work (DfEE, DTI, 1999) such 
was the extent of use of the word 'flexible' it gave the impression of being a euphemism 
to describe atypical working. In a similar way to Diversity (discussed earlier) such user-
friendly sounding words like 'flexibility' need to be treated with caution by women who 
should ask for whom 'flexibility' serves (Edwards, 1997). Flexibility may be offered at 
a cost of carrying a heavier workload. It is also a concern that according to a 
management survey the majority of managers see taking advantage of flexible policies 
as being potentially career limiting. (Management Today/Ceridian Survey, June 2001). 
Women outnumber men by two to one in the growing 'flexible' labour market whereas 
those jobs in the shrinking core where the pennanent, full-time, highly paid jobs exist 
are held predominantly by white men (Land 1992:54). The problem of low pay as 
shown above, already affecting many women, is likely to be exacerbated by an increase 
of 'atypical' jobs. 
As we have already seen, Hutton (1996) argued that 30 per cent of the population of the 
UK is socially marginalised and insecure. He defined this category not so much by 
income as by their relation to the labour market. People in this category work at jobs 
which are insecure, poorly protected and carry few benefits. He described this category 
as including 'the growing army' of part-timers and casual workers of whom over eighty 
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per cent are women. More than three-quarters are defined as low-paid, earning two-
thirds or less of the average (Hutton, 1996:331). It seems women have therefore 
traversed from a 'reserve' army (Breugel, 1979) to a 'growing' army. In the past, part-
time work has rarely carried the terms and conditions of employment pro-rata with full-
time work, now being addressed through the Part-Time Working Directive (2000). 
There has still been a tendency for women to work in dead-end, low paid jobs with the 
result that women are excluded from pensions and promotions opportunities (Duffy, 
1993). Although many women have preferred to work part-time because it suits their 
family responsibilities, and therefore choose part-time working, men may also prefer to 
choose such a part-time arrangement. 
New guidelines on flexible working (DTI, 2001) were implemented in April 2003. 
Despite the formal commitment expressed by government and by some employers to 
'flexible working', any reduction in hours is still often denigrated in discourse as 'only a 
part-timer' or 'just mornings' and interpreted as lack of commitment. Indeed, for some 
there is a fear of even raising flexible working as an issue because of the likelihood of 
not being seen as serious promotion candidates (Liff and Ward, 2001). The 
Employment Relations Act (1999) made part-time working a priority. Whilst not giving 
an automatic right to work part-time, it does mean that parents now have a right for their 
request to work part-time to be considered and any refusal must be based on objective 
grounds. Part-time workers now have the right to receive the same benefits pro-rata as 
full-time staff for example with regard to holidays and training. 
Liff and Ward (2001) found there to be an underlying implication that a woman cannot 
be both a mother and a career woman and that women were afraid to raise 'workllife 
balance' (DTI, 2001) issues for fear of discrimination. 'A vicious circle existed whereby 
women felt unable to explore with their managers their concerns about the balance 
between work and family in their current and possible future jobs. Yet without these 
discussions women lacked the information they needed in order to make rational plans 
about their foture with the organization: (Liff and Ward, 2001:26:27). It may be the 
same could be true of men who dared to broach the subj ect with their line managers but, 
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as we have seen, men remain less likely to be taking on such family responsibilities in 
the first place. Therefore, women, were found, to be uncertain about their choices and 
concerned about the extent of control they had over their choices. For example, they felt 
the decision whether to have children, would be likely to have consequences for their 
work prospects and this was borne out in the range of implied messages from colleagues 
and managers which suggested that choosing to have children would damage careers 
(Liff and Ward, 2001: 29). 
The Women and Equality Unit of the Labour Government's Cabinet Office initiated a 
government 'roadshow' combined with a postcard campaign in order to obtain a clear 
picture about women. This initiative was lead by Baroness Margaret Jay and 
Tessa Jowell, then Ministers for Women. As a result of the roadshow a magazine-style 
publication 'Voices' (Women's Unit, 1999-2000) was produced. Overwhelmingly 
'Voices' found that what was most important to women was "the challenge women feel 
in trying to strike a balance between home responsibilities and outside job and the 
personal choices required about their own priorities". In other words, work/life 
balance. Pressure is now being exerted on organisations, as never before, to apply work 
lifelbalance but it is resisted especially by business who resent government regulation 
and intervention. 
A survey of ethical policy and practice by the Industrial Society shows the wider 
ambivalence many organisations hold towards their employees' family commitments. It 
reported that 55% of managers said that enabling employees to balance home and work 
life was essential to ethical management. However, only 30% said that it was true in 
their organizations, creating what has been termed a 'hypocrisy gap' that is the 
difference between the rhetoric and reality relating to communicating with employees 
openly, honestly and frequently (IRS 1996). Workllife balance may not be the complete 
answer as many people would prefer better working conditions and other choices 
including more fulfilling work. Culture change is seen as a more desirable way forward 
with a move away from paternalistic control towards mature and respectful working 
relationships. It is difficult to assess how successful work/life balance will be as many 
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people still feel government policies will not succeed. Other reports have tried to 
establish the prospects for returners in the future and predicted that the following change 
issues will emerge: 
• Jobs will change out of all recognition 
• Globalisation and social attitudes 
• Technological change and developments 
• Increased variety of jobs 
• Women will be older when they 'return' 
• Growth in managerial/professional/caring roles 
• Fewer clerical and secretarial jobs 
• New educational programmes 
• Women's working patterns likely to become the norm for the workforce as a 
whole 
• Paternity and parental policies will be introduced into Terms and Conditions of 
Employment 
• 'Returning' will be unexceptional 
• Structural changes will occur in the Labour Market 
• More people will be working but fewer will have jobs as we know them 
• New skills - managing a 'virtual' workforce 
(Our Working Future: Issues/or Returners in the 21" Century, Report/or Women 
Returners Network, Christine Camp May, 1999) and (Redefining Work, The Royal 
Society 0/ Arts, 1998). 
As industry has changed from manufacturing monoliths such as coal and steel to light 
manufacture and service industries, new working patterns have emerged. Part of the 
explanation of gender segregation has been explained as patriarchy and capitalism 
interacting to produce organizational structures which constrain women. Rees (1992) 
suggests that a woman's gender will become a less powerful predictor of occupational 
life chances than is the case at present. Despite change and technological advances, 
gender remains the most important feature of outcomes be it options chosen at school, 
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job or occupation or pay and promotion prospects. She argues that women's choices 
have been constrained by the ideology of the family, the limitations of material reality 
and exclusionary mechanisms operated by men. The future training could be 
transfonnative in improving occupational chances to meet the demands of organisations. 
This chapter has defined work and considered the work women do in the home as well 
as alternative woman-centred approaches to work in contrast to what may be considered 
a male-centred approach. It demonstrated the disparity between caring responsibilities in 
the private world compared to the public world of work. In summary, there is a 
mismatch between people's caring and parenting responsibilities and the demands of 
inflexible employment patterns (Parker, 1988). Such inflexible structures arose when 
finns were organized and designed with men only in mind. Whilst it is still the case that 
most women take on most responsibility for child and elder care, as women also 
increasingly take on more employment, so men need time for their parent and elder care 
responsibilities. The achievement of this balance between work and home life has been 
tenned 'WorklLife Balance'. It has shown how work for women in particular has come 
to be distinguished between that which is done outside the home, largely for pay, other 
than voluntary work and that which is done in the home for no pay. These are not new 
arguments for feminism (Crompton, 1998; Daly, 1995; Goodman and Webb, 1994; 
Hakim, 1996; Joshi, 1995; Oakley, 1974, Pahl 1983, 1989, 1995). It is clear there will 
be far-reaching changes for women returning to work like those attending Women 
Making Choices in the future. The next chapter now examines the importance of links 
for women to employment and women's position in respect of education, training and 
their personal development. It incorporates further work by feminists in the areas of 
gender, education, lifelong learning and ESF funding including and especially the 
women's personal development course Women Making Choices. 
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Chapter 6 
Aspects of Education, Lifelong learning, Training and Personal Development for 
Women 
"Women's discontent increases in exact proportion to her development" 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815-1902) 
This chapter firstly broadly defines education and training. It explores the importance of 
education and its relationship to employment for women and the range of training and 
development interventions available to women. As the political context was set in 
Chapter 2, so too, this chapter similarly contextualizes and provides triangulation for the 
study in terms of education, training and personal development aspects for women. It 
explores the achievement of women and their subsequent employment and the way 
employment is related to the economy and training in general. It attempts to draw 
together research which shows changes taking place in policy development. It 
incorporates works by feminists and educationalists in the areas of gender and education 
(Acker, 1994) access to education, social class and social exclusion (Kirton, 1999) 
formalleaming and informalleaming (Foley, 1999, Livingstone, 1997) and lifelong 
learning (Coffield, 1999; Fieldhouse, 1995; Field, 2000; Hake, 1998; Gustavsson, 1995; 
Martin, 2003). It contextualises the constraints, difficulties and choices associated with 
women's development in relation to funding issues, the impact of Europe and European 
Social Funding (ESF). It includes the origins ofwomen's personal development courses 
and the extent to which personal development has grown out of extramural departments 
and women's studies. It considers the view of personal and professional development of 
women from a social constructivist (Berger and Luckmann, 1971) and transformative 
(pope and Denicolo, 2001) perspective. This is followed by specific reference to the 
contents of the personal development course Women Making Choices attended by the 
women respondents in the study. 
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Education 
Education, for the purpose of the study, may be broadly defmed as achievement in terms 
of conventional qualifications in the UK, routed through schools, colleges and 
University and which are also broadly considered 'academic'. Debates on education are 
changing. Emerging now is a global debate with a blurring of boundaries once 
considered distinct, for exarnple education between childhood and adulthood and 
between the private and public between formal and informal. For exarnple, informal 
learning has been conceptualized in contrast to formal conventional school learning 
based on the rationale of recording previously unrecognized learning experiences 
(Foley, 1999; Livingstone, David, 1977). Overall, there has been a shift in education 
towards what might be called a business model with a move towards marketisation and 
consumerism within education. Yet curiously this is coupled with greater involvement 
of families and communities in education which continues to draw on traditional 
patriarchal models and middle-class aspirations and supportiveness (David, 2001). 
Whilst the discourse of public policy concerns itself with educational effectiveness, 
employment and success (Fairclough, 2000), others have sought to rationalise what 
women gain by returning to learning (Parr, 2001) Gender, and gender inequality, whilst 
not necessarily explicit in govemment policy agendas is recognized in social and 
economic change with the new emphasis on excellence and effectiveness in teaching 
and learning. 
The history of women's education and the social marginalization of girls and women 
has shown how education for girls was steeped with a domestic ideology, which 
embodied notions of femininity and which attempted to teach girls to be good wives and 
mothers (BuswellI992:80-1, Purvis, 1991). Differences in classroom learning between 
girls and boys have shown how girls were prepared for the home and family, according 
to the sexual division of labour (Deem, 1992; Unger and Crawford 1992, 2000). 
Bemstein (2002) has discussed education and social class and the visible and hidden 
aspects of education in the sense of pupils 'learning their place' in the context of 
schooling. These divisions did not stop at school but followed on into the workplace in 
- 95-
terms of the lack of equal opportunity for women. Girls were traditionally educated or 
trained for low status, low paid jobs such as hairdressing and shop work. If they were 
considered bright they were trained for secretarial or office-type work. This was 
generally accepted because of assumed and historical notions about the likelihood of 
girls getting married and having children. (Tilly and Scott, 1987, Crompton and 
Sanderson, 1990). Access to education has been problematic for women (Kirton, 1999) 
as has staying the course (McGi';'lley, 1996) and women have required new more 
support, new opportunities and a second chance to return to learning (Parry, 1996). 
Women generally speaking therefore have had a lower level of education than men 
which ultimately leads to dire consequences for women and their role in society, 
coupled as it is with the assumption that women will be responsible for caring: 
"Throughout the west, women have a lower level of higher and professional education 
than men, they are paid less, have less social power and are still assumed to have the 
primary, if not exclusive responsibility for the care of children and dependent relatives 
... but to all effects and purposes the public work of institutional power, remains 
dominated by men ". (Evans, 1994: 1). 
The link therefore between education and development is essential for women if they 
are to improve their position. In comparing boys to girls in terms of educational 
progression, in 1980 boys were achieving better 'A' level grades than girls (HMSO 
1980). Subsequently this situation reversed and improvements in girls' performance led 
to government concern about the lack of achievement of boys associated not just with 
results but also a concern about masculinity (Ghaill, 1996). Figures now show that girls 
have a higher educational achievement than boys both in terms of GCSE's and in 'A' 
level results. Fifty eight per cent of girls achieved 5 or more GCSE grades A * - C 
compared to 47.2% of boys. At 'A' levels 43.2% of girls gained 2 or more passes 
compared to 34.1% of boys (EOC, 2004). Since 1994, women's educational 
achievement has therefore moved on apace to the extent that Weiner et al (1997) 
questioned whether the future would be female due to the extent of female success 
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(Chapter 5 also refers) and we will see in Chapter 8 the extent to which the women of 
my study were relatively well qualified. 
Sociology has helped us to understand how education is linked to social class and 
working class children do not possess the same 'cultural capital' when entering school. 
Conversely, to some extent education is responsible for social mobility across traditional 
class divisions (Halsey, 2002). Education could be said to remain a bastion of 
discrimination because it is one of the last means of legitimately enabling and 
reinforcing differentiation between individuals. In other words, it is still acceptable and 
considered fair to discriminate on grounds of educational achievement in a meritocracy 
(Goldthorpe,2002). This is what 'good practice' organisations seek to achieve in their 
recruitment and selection processes, that is, recruitment based on merit rather than 
favour or nepotism (Roberts, 2005). Many organizations and institutions of leaming 
appear keen to respond to Government attempts to widen access and participation in line 
with debates on education, for example, following the release of the White Paper on 
Higher Education (2004). There have also been strides in acknowledging prior learning 
and transferable skills (Livingstone, 1997) and discourse towards informal learning and 
incidental learning in organizations (Watkins et aI, 1992). 
Findings from the comprehensive Labour Force Survey (2001) detailed the position of 
women and their relationship to economic activity, employment and educational 
attainment. The survey indicated something of the levels of motivation in the kind of 
choices women decide to make in terms of jobs, development and career. It has been 
found in a study of class barriers that one of the biggest barriers to higher. education 
related to financial constraints for women (Lynch et aI, 1998). Similarly, 'The Social 
Focus on Women Survey' (CSO, 1995) was another comprehensive study which looked 
at various aspects of contemporary women's lives in the UK, and therefore relate to the 
time of the study, specifically in relation to changes and comparisons with men. An 
extract is provided in the table below which shows the clear link between academic 
performance and employment chances at the time. Women with no qualifications had 
- 97-
an unemployment rate at almost four times that for women educated above 'A' level 
standard. 
Table 6.1 Unemployment rates (1) by highest qualification 
United Kingdom 
Above 'A' level (2) 
GCSE 'A' level (3) 
GCSE (3) 
Other 
None 
All women (1) 
Source: SocIal Focus on Women, CSO, 1995 
(1) Women aged 16 to 59 
Percentages Spring 1994 
4.4 
8.5 
9.1 
13.4 
15.9 
9.8 
(2) Includes all nursing and teaching qualifications and degrees 
(3) Or equivalent 
These figures may be explained in many ways; for example, women with higher 
. qualifications want to work or because women with few or no qualifications find it 
harder to find work or because they tend to be older women who may also have 
difficulty in finding work because of their age and due to age discrimination (EOC, 
2005). 
It has been shown earlier (Chapter 5) that many women were economically inactive 
because they were students. In 2002 there were just over 2 million women in post-
compulsory education, with roughly equal numbers studying full-time and part-time. 
Over 80% of all part-time students were in further education and more than a third of 
women studying part time in further education were aged 40 and over (EOC, 2002). 
These figures signifY women's great capacity for leaming and self-improvement (see 
McMinn, 1994 for discussion on outcomes of informal women's education). 
Many academics have researched women exclusively in higher education. (Acker, 1994; 
Bagilhole, 1983, 1994; Ball et aI, 2002; Griffiths, 1998; Hansard, 1990, 1996; Weiner, 
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1997). Notably, David and Woodward (1998:7), described the early history and origins 
of what they tenned "man-centred universities" docwnenting women's experience in 
higher education. They found 'the gross under representation o/women to be a general 
phenomenon" and that although women are developing careers in higher education, 
change has brought consequences and disadvantage for women continues. Yet the 
growth of female participants in HE has been massive posing the question 'a massive 
university or a university for the masses?". In their survey of young people about the 
processes they went through in choosing higher education, overlapping effects of gender 
inequality in tenns of social class, ethnicity and the degrees of choice open to students 
were found (Reay, David and Ball, 2005). Clearly, despite the increase in women 
participants, whether women do less well or better than men, they remain 
disadvantaged. Hochschild's (1989) metaphor of a 'second shift' for women in the 
home has now been translated into a metaphor of a third shift, for example in learning 
on-line, (Kramarae, 2001) where women, in addition to perfonning paid work and work 
in the home, as life-long leamers have also to juggle the demands of education 
throughout life in pursuit of what has been tenned 'the cult of credentials' (Gonnan, 
2002). Martin (2003) has suggested that the dominant discourse of lifelong learning is 
therefore a political rather than an educational discourse arguing that Education alone 
can do little to ensure needed structural changes. 
Training 
Training, as compared to education, may be defined as those measures required to bring 
a person to a desired state or standard of efficiency, instruction and practice. Training 
therefore has a less academic and a more practical orientation. In an economic analysis 
of Britain around the time of the study, the British approach to training was disparaged 
as typical of the weakness of a neoliberal approach. The contention was that although 
the Conservative government had become aware that there were substantial returns from 
training, both for the individuals concerned and for the wider economy, it had 
apparently never been understood that in raising skills levels the investment could be 
self-fmancing. Training was left to the market which made it vulnerable to market 
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failure. For example, in the UK, there were 'fewer places for vocational training 
schemes than elsewhere in Europe' (Hutton, 1996:187). This had particular resonance 
with the position of women in my study because prior to Women Making Choices there 
were few other training schemes for women at that time in that area. In the nineties, The 
Women's National Commission (WNC) in an undated report but entitled Women in the 
Nineties - Women Returners, the WNC called for the government to 'devise a nationally 
co-ordinated policy for training women returners .... the training should be relevant, 
high quality and accessible'. 
There was apparently little political demand to invest in vocational training in 1995/6. 
Women-only provision tended to be accorded low priority and limited resources and to 
be marginalized despite the known benefits of training. It is likely that women-only 
provision continued to raise suspicions and arouse sexist reactions based on fear, 
prejudice and ignorance. Although initiatives did create a resurgence of modem 
apprenticeships and National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) (LSC, [Learning and 
Skills Council] 2003). There were few incentives for companies or individuals to invest 
in the acquisition of skills. The middle class were seen as having their own 'inside 
track' to education but public fonns of education and training were seen as inferior and 
irrelevant compared to prestige private schools and university education. The net effect 
was to make training second-class:-
'Permanently short of fonds, training is the economic policy Cinderella to which 
ritual obeisance is paid but about which nothing effective is ever done' (Hutton, 
1996:188). 
At this time, Hutton (1996) savaged Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs) and 
described them as 'a lamentable failure '. Established in 1990, TECs were to be the 
means of establishing a market-led system of world-class training but the hopeful 
positive elements of TECs fell victim to Britain's lack oflong-tenn planning: 
'In short, training is in a mess, and highly inequitable in its distribution. Those 
without educational qualifications on low incomes and from unskilled families 
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need training most. Yet it is precisely these workers who are least likely to 
receive training. The system is biased against those who are most in need' 
(Hutton, 1996: 190). 
Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs) were overhauled and replaced with a new 
schema which emerged as Learning and Skills Councils (LSCs). The LSe aim to make 
England better skilled and more competitive. The stated goal of the LSC now is to 
improve the skills of young people and adults. The LSC is responsible for planning and 
funding vocational education and training. Although there are some initiatives for 
women, gender does not appear high on the LSC agenda. Moreover, Learning and 
Skills Councils are now facing difficulty as they lose large numbers of offices across the 
country because they have not achieved government targets set by the DfES. (TUC Press 
Release, and BBC News, 16 September 2005). Training provision for women remains 
patchy and there is therefore a lack of adequate choices available. Moreover women 
were and still are expected to fit into a system established mainly for the benefit of male 
and full-time workers. A thorough analysis of women's training needs and 
identification of their under-representation is still required. Many women experience 
difficulties when they move into a formal educational enviromnent which may be 
unwelcoming and unsupportive and many institutions do not recognize and make 
allowance for the obstacles which inhibit women's participation. 
In terms of funding for development programmes, the European Social Funding (ESF) is 
one of three Structural Funds which were established under the Treaty of Rome to 
strengthen the economic and social cohesion of the European Union. The ESF aimed to 
help improve employment opportunities in the European Union by providing fmancial 
support towards the running costs of vocational training schemes and job creation 
measures. Its obj ectives were to combat long-term unemployment and to assist young 
people into work; helping those exposed to exclusion from the labour market; and 
promoting equal opportunities between men and women. The training policies of the 
ESF were examined by Brine (1995). This showed how the structures and processes by 
which the discourse of equal opportunities operate influence the ESF's Objective No 3 
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· in terms of vocational training policies for unemployed women. Gender exclusivity of 
discourse and the lack of class or race analysis lead to the ESF's persistent emphasis on 
training unemployed working-class women in non-traditional manual skills. This 
situation created unease about the achievable outcomes. The argument being that the 
discourse of equal opportunities means the training related employment becomes 
tokenist (Brine, 1995) .. Other such ESF courses can also be contextualized within the 
ESF framework. Personal outcomes were attributable to different types of skills 
acquired during training, for example; whether confidence is increased, qualifications 
obtained and whether the person progresses (Devins et aI, 2004). It seemed that some of 
these skill dimensions have been shown to impact on the likelihood that favourable 
outcomes will occur. 
Aspects of the approach to gender equality known as 'gender mainstrearning' has 
similarly been researched. This involved various European Commission and European 
government efforts to achieve gender and gender balance into the mainstream in relation 
to various policy fields such as higher education and training (Rees, 1998). 
Additionally, efforts were made to feminize the mainstream by attempting to break 
down gender segregation in the EC labour force (Davidson, 1993; Eurostat, 1990, Rees, 
1998). 
Lifelong Learning 
The origins of lifelong learning may be traced back to a European Commission report 
entitled 'Learning to Be', prepared in 1973 under the chairmanship of Edgar Faure. This 
report was extensively discussed and debated the world over and it shaped the education 
discourse of the seventies and eighties. New styles ofleaming were evaluated (Essex et 
aI, 1986). This was followed by 'Learning: The Treasure Within', prepared by the 
International Commission on Education for the Twenty-first Century under the 
chairmanship of J acques Delors (1996). The latter report surveyed the emerging world 
comprising sweeping technological, economic and social changes and the multiple 
tensions arising from this shift. It neatly balanced the economic, cultural and social 
aspects of education. The European Commission laid great emphasis on life-long 
- 102-
learning and commended that education in the future should be based on four pillars: 
learning to know, learning to do, learning to be, and learning to live together. 
Adult education, employment and farnily have been key domains of lifelong learning 
research (Hughes, 2001). The discourse oflifelong learning was considered in respect of 
adult women learners showing how lifelong learning is frequently delineated by a 
masculine and competitive framework of values (Gouthro, 2005). These underlying 
assumptions are challenged by Gouthro explaining how identity, relationships and 
labour within the homeplace impact upon and shape learning experiences. This requires 
commitment to change by Institutions and needs providers to stop expecting women to 
fit in to existing systems. However, changing educational institutions and prevailing 
cultures is a tall order. Rigid performance indicators which measure outcomes in a 
traditional way based on accreditation, statistical data and costs will not accurately 
reflect the variables in women's lives (Adults Learning, 1994). The goal of lifelong 
learning is broadly accepted, nonetheless it has been criticized by adults educationalists 
for its conservatism. When first heralded it was a catchy slogan but it was needed as a 
tool for educational reform for the modernization of aspects of national education and 
training systems (Field, 2001). Lifelong learning has also been described as 
'scapegoating the worker' for retraining for life (Cruikshank, 2002). 
Education and Training can provide positive returns on investment if the appropriate 
levels of skill are attained. For example, some managers (predominantly white, male) 
have benefited from extensive training in the past. Women, however, are obliged to 
negotiate the 'glass ceiling' (David, 1998) (see also Chapter 4). Vocational training 
provides a significant return for those who undertake it relative to those who have no 
qualifications at all (Field, 1995). Similarly, an academic education leads to greater 
earnings. Men and women who succeed in gaining at least one 'A' level have higher 
lifetime earnings than if they had worked during that extra period of study (Hutton, 
1996:191). Hutton did not include a consideration as to how low-achievers at school 
can enhance their qualifications as they become mature, as many women returners have 
proved. Such a gap, it is argued, can begin to be filled by personal development courses. 
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The personality that survives and is successfol in modern western society ... 
needs a high degree of personal development, a strong sense of self, and a 
strong sense of her own worth" (Dally, 1979:53) 
Many large employing organizations, often in the public sector (for example 
Nottingham City Council), now offer women-only training programmes (for example 
Springboard'"") and some offer men-only programmes (for example Navigator'""). 
Initially, early programmes tended to be for women into management and other non-
traditional routes, for example, WISE (Women Into Science and Engineering) and 
Athena, a higher education initiative designed to further promote 'high-flying' women. 
(Rasmussen and Hapnes, 1991). Other initiatives were extended to include training for 
women at all levels of employment and for women seeking to 'return' to work. Research 
into women and adult education has focused on the experience and needs of students or 
on women's studies issues and show these gains have been hard-won, much potential 
has been wasted in terms of lack of career progression for women. Whilst it might be 
considered obvious in some quarters to provide training for women, even a programme 
delivered on Assertiveness in the 1980s was recalled by some women as a kind of 
breakthrough (Gardiner and O'Rourke, 1995). It seems that improved access and 
progression routes were needed for women but common barriers existed to women 
including: 
• Practical and material constraints related to a woman's personal situation, for 
example, lack of qualifications and work experience; negative school 
experience, lack of childcare; lack of money for education and training; lack of 
support from male partners and families. Lack of finance and childcare was also 
cited as the two most common problems women face at the transition stage 
(McGivney, 1990, 1993). 
• Pyschological constraints, for example; lack of confidence or motivation; lack of 
a clearly identified goal or direction. This aspect too is supported by McGivney 
(1993) who said the restoration of women's self-confidence and self-esteem 
should be the prime objective of courses which help women to progress. 
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• Structural and institutional constraints, for example; lack of suitable education 
and training schemes; lack of infonnation and guidance; remote, unwelcoming 
and male-dominated providing institutions. 
Moreover there was a view that women's freedom and choices were severely 
constrained by cultural processes which do not apply to men to the same extent such as 
follows: 
• Sex role socialization 
• Sex discrimination 
• Identification by marital/family status 
• Role (home-career) conflict 
• Occupational stereotyping 
(Adults Learning, 1991). 
Whilst these aspects may apply to men, the study related to women in Adults Learning 
(1991). During the 1980s and 1990s 'Access' courses were designed in order to extend 
educational opportunities to any adults previously not well served by the educational 
system. Mature students on access courses and higher education choice show the efforts 
and time taken to achieve by access routes (Reay et ai, 2002) and the approach to choice 
. of universities and colleges has been discussed (Connor et ai, 1999). Women are arnong 
the 'target groups' of many such 'access' projects (as are black minority ethnic people, 
people with disabilities and older people). Whereas women's education of the 1970s 
and 1980s emphasized the primacy of the students' needs as well as broad-based and 
flexible approaches to learning with which to meet those needs, more recent initiatives 
tend to reflect governmental and institutional concern about the needs of the economy 
and to design programmes accordingly. Educational provision for women is therefore 
often vulnerable to financial cutbacks. In terms of a changing awareness for the 
possibilities for women, the proliferation of activity over the last few decades has made 
a lasting mark upon the social and political landscape (Edholm and Lown, 1992: 71-72). 
This is because it is now more generally accepted that a climate exists for women to 
develop and many initiatives towards that aim are exemplified by the support given to 
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women in the fonn of government-funded schemes in particular aspects of Personal 
Development. 
Personal Development 
The origins of personal development for women and returner courses can be traced back 
to a paper entitled "New Opportunities for Women" (Michaels, 1973). Aird (1980) 
described how deep learning could take place in a supportive women's group. Other 
such courses followed as 'Return to Learning'; 'NOW', 'New Opportunities for Women', 
WAIT, Women's access to Infonnation Technology and WIST, Women into Science 
and Technology (Coats, 1994). Byme (1978, 1993) elucidated the phenomenon of the 
Snark Syndrome in the context of women in (or out of) science and technology because 
a great deal of policy is based on assumption, belief or prejudice about the capability of 
women. Many organizations began to offer women-only provision and a number of 
initiatives provided training, for example the Manpower Services Commission through 
TOPS (Training Opportunities) courses. WOW schemes were similar (Wider 
Opportunities for Women) (Coats, 1994). 'Returners' refers to those women who have 
been out of paid employment for some years and now wish to return to education, 
training or paid work. It is for them that women-only provision is most important. A 
consumer view of access provision has been discussed which may depend upon the low 
level of learning interventions available for women (Bridger, 1987). 'Access' courses 
provide an accredited route to higher education but most access provision would not 
qualify for single sex gender status unless it is to access areas of work where women are 
underrepresented such as engineering. The idea of women being able to access learning 
has been closely linked to women returners (Scattergood, 1992). The tenn 'returner' 
suggests a time and process of change, of transition, and this has always been a 
component of women's education (Coats, 1994:6). It was deemed that many women 
needed courses which stimulated minds and re-built confidence whilst simultaneously 
providing advice on new job opportunities. Women returning to work at all levels, from 
professional or managerial responsibilities to semi-skilled or unskilled occupations, are 
likely to need infonnation, skills up-dating, re-training and personal development. The 
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WNC (Women's National Commission) (1995) identified the following special needs of 
older women returners as follows: 
(I) Confidence-building after a long break 
(2) Training to update skills and teach new ones 
(3) Assistance with eldercare responsibilities 
(4) Removal of ageist practices 
Personal development programmes tended to grow out of extramural departments that 
were additional to ordinary University teaching or studies and Women's Studies. Access 
for mature students, the relationship to social class and the transition to higher education 
has been discussed in terms of the difficulties women experience in making that 
transition (Ball, 2000; Reay, 2002). Women Returner courses, on the other hand, 
generally take an equal opportunities approach to women's development and are 
concerned to ensure women are not stereotyped into traditional and previously 
conventional career patterns. Such courses were geographically dispersed across the UK 
and varied in content. They aimed to reach out and attract adult women who had 
perhaps missed out on their education in the past, or who had faced barriers to 
education, training and employment opportunities. Courses were provided through local 
authority adult education services and voluntary organisations such as the WEA 
'Workers' Education Association' and were often dependent on scarce resources. Such 
courses continue today at WEAs and Local Authority Colleges and often still survive on 
scarce resources. The main emphasis was to offer women a 'second chance', to enable 
them to take stock of their lives and to explore new directions. 
A trend from the 1970s was the inclusion of space for the exploration of feelings, 
experiences and therapies as well as the acquisition of skills, information and 
knowledge. These elements were informed by the consciousness-raising (CR) 
dimension and the collective philosophy of feminism and the Women's Movement. It 
became a key activity underpinning second wave feminism. CR is a form of verbal self 
examination. It has origins from the Chinese idea of 'speaking pains to recall pains' to 
enable the sharing of lived experiences. Despite the good intentions of CR groups there 
were some problems with them, for example, acrimonious breakdown (see Brownmiller, 
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2000). One group described themselves as follows "Our first experience of being 
together of our own choice and in our own right, rather than in the usual supporting role 
at our men's and children's functions" (Pilcher and Whelehan, 2004). In an educational 
context, such practice creates conditions to enable women's increased entry into the 
'outer' structures of employment and politics alongside 'inner' explorations and 
atTiflllations of self. In fact, the latter frequently facilitates the former, primarily through 
membership of an all-women group where women can collectively draw upon their 
capacity for relationships and mutual support (Aird, 1985). Many women go on to 
further education and training or to jobs of all kinds but others gain equal satisfaction 
from the realisation of goals and decisions associated with their personal lives. 
Women's development programmes are sometimes referred to as 'Positive Action' 
programmes which we have seen previously fall within the law, unlike positive 
discrimination which does not (Rees and Pollert, 1989). Such positive action as may be 
allowed under the legislation is based on a recognition of educational inequalities 
between women and men and represent an attempt to provide a means of redressing 
these inequalities. The idea being to create a 'level playing field', that is the same 
starting point for women and men competing for jobs. Another area which has received 
attention in this respect, is the field of so-called 'non-traditional' skills for women such 
as car maintenance, plumbing and carpentry and other manual trades for example, as 
provided by the Nottingham Women's Training Centre. It is important to note that 
positive action and anti-discrimination training is not gender exclusive and therefore 
also includes race (Brown and Lawton, 1991). The European Commission (EC) at the 
time of the study was active in promoting the equal treatment of women in employment, 
building on the commitment to women in the Treaty of Rome and Article 119. 
However, the Article was adopted for economic motives as France had established equal 
pay legislation and considered itself to be at a competitive disadvantage unless all 
member states applied the same principle (Quintin, in Buckley and Anderson, 1988). 
This has proved to be beneficial for women . 
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Aspects of single gender development and women's development programmes will now 
be explored. The background to women's education and women-only provision has 
been expressed as "education which is possessed by or owned by women and which 
starts from a feminist perspective" (Coats, 1994). It is notable that there was a time 
early in the 19th century when single sex groups would have been quite the norm. Yet in 
the 20th century when women began to reclaim this space such ideas were treated 
suspiciously (Coats, 1994). In 1980, the case was being made for programmes for 
women to give them strength, self-confidence and qualifications (Hootsmanns, 1980). In 
a survey of 1,452 women Daisley and Willis (1995) found that 95.7% regarded the 
women-only aspect of training positively and as being either of great benefit (52.7%) or 
of some benefit (43%). The results were a strong indication of the value of women-only 
courses as assessed by women who have experienced them. The reasons why women 
only courses are preferred and are beneficial may be due to many factors including; 
women feeling at ease with other women and being freer to talk openly without 
conversational dominance by men (Cole, 1987; Tannen, 1991, 1992, Spender, 1985, 
1999; Gibbon, 1999). Also women can share private women's issues of a personal 
nature. Moreover, sexual tension amongst women only groups is minimized in 
comparison with mixed groups. There have been changing perceptions of adult learning 
environments. Adult educators recognize that factors related to psychological, social 
and cultural conditions can exert a strong influence on the inclusion and development of 
learners (Hiemstra, 1991). A survey of women-only courses (Coats, 1992) revealed a 
growing hostility to the continuation of women-only courses, which were widely viewed 
as exclusive, divisive, separatist and expensive. Other views were that such courses 
were no longer needed. Adults Learning (1994) also picked up these challenges 
indicating that women-only courses had an insecure future due to the following: 
• Changes brought about by legislation 
• Providers' need to generate income 
• Changes in ESF criteria and the fact that the ESF budget is now shared by more courses 
• The marked shift from development work to accredited courses 
• Shortages of creche places 
• Costs of childcare 
• Low level grants to women students 
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• Low levels of political support for women's training 
• Financial constraints 
(Adults Learning, 1994). 
The provision for women was also. affected by the priority placed on outcomes such as 
qualifications. It is difficult to quantify for 'managerial' measurement purposes the 
outcomes and value of courses which have as their primary function the re-building of 
confidence and self-esteem, the raising of expectations and the recognition of women's 
own skills and potential. Thus it was problematic for some courses to satisfy the 
outcome-related criteria. Courses for women therefore lead a precarious existence of 
short-term funding and in the case of Europe, difficulties were encountered in matching 
funding requirements. European funding for women's training is more limited than 
generally supposed (Adult Learning, 1994). The dearth of financial support for women 
could be explained by two cultural aspects: the hostility to women that lies beneath the 
surface of socially acceptable attitudes and the persisting (but unacknowledged) drive to 
restrict women to the private domain. The recommendations of the report concluded 
three areas were required for improvement: financial support; childcare support and 
changed institutional ethos and approaches. 
One of the benefits of women's personal development courses is the enabling oflearner-
centred and learner-positive inclusive learning environments (Hiemstra, 1991). Such 
inclusive learning environments seek to dismantle traditional power relations between 
tutor and learners that unnecessarily privilege formal knowledge and experience (Shore, 
1993). Learner-centeredness is considered characteristic of adult education and helps 
resolve some of the authority issues that may have affected a mature woman's earlier 
negative educational experiences. Such learner positive environments enable a woman 
to 'grow' or to be 'stretched' further and in doing so begin to develop and fulfil her 
hitherto unrealised potential. Courses can include many subject areas, for example; 
career planning, Curriculum-vitae building, goal setting, presentation skills, 
assertiveness (Lindenfield, 2001; Michelli, 1994) interview skills, biography work, time 
management (Materka, 1982) and confidence building (Lindenfield, 1992). The 
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effectiveness of personal education plans in continuing professional development has 
been evaluated positively (Evans, 2002). Most of these skills represent what might be 
considered a white male view of what is important in developmental terms and relates to 
white-male-as-norm conditioning discussed earlier (Wilson-Schaef, 1992), sometimes 
known as privileging of the white male (McIntosh,1988). 
What makes women's development courses distinctive is not only attention to the 
foregoing but also the inclusion, priority and concentration given to women's issues and 
perspectives which are overlooked in other courses. The relevance of subject matter 
have sometimes been ignored in the abundance of management and technical training 
courses which have, in the main, been delivered for and attended by men and where 
women's issues would not be discussed or thought of as important or relevant. Women 
only courses tend to look at the whole person and accept the other parts of their life as 
being part of making up the total picture of their lives. For women with families 
returning to study can mean major changes in their lives and they bring with them their 
own 'bag and baggage' in particular financial needs and family responsibilities 
(Edwards, 1993). False distinctions and boundaries are not drawn between the 
traditional separations of home and work. Many women's development courses 
therefore are cognizant of, and attempt to adhere to, work/life balance principles as far 
as is possible but timings and a lack of funding can impact negatively on programmes, 
for example, absence of creche facilities, unsuitable school hours and long school 
holidays. In contrast, most training in organisations is geared towards business hours, to 
suit the needs of the business at a time to fit traditional male working patterns. 
Sometimes modem practice can see breakfast meetings arranged which would likely 
work against women whom we have seen earlier still predominantly undertake child 
care. This may change as diversity practices and flexibility become more of a work 
place norm. 
It is far better in terms of motivation and leaming if any participant in training is a 
willing volunteer or self-nominated to a course rather than being 'sent'. Generally, 
women tend to self-nominate attendance and personal development courses continue to 
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be popular amongst women. For example, at one University, personal development 
courses run two or three times a year for up to twenty women on each course. At the 
time of my study this was unusual. However, it is now increasingly the case where 
women's personal development functions as part of the normal training offerings. For 
example, women only training is currently underway at many Universities including for 
example; Oxford, Cambridge and Nottingham and in many public authorities. Women-
only provision is less readily available in the Private Sector. 
Early personal development courses tended to focus purely on Assertiveness Training 
(Back 1982; Dickson, 1982). In a new approach to women it was declared that women 
have 'rights' which are still used in Assertiveness Training as follows: 
Women's 'Rights' 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
to state my own needs 
set my own priorities 
to be treated with respect 
express my feelings 
express my opinions and values 
to say 'yes' or 'no' for myself 
to make mistakes 
to change my mind 
to say I don't understand 
to ask for what I want 
to decline responsibility for other people's problems 
the right to deal with others without being dependent on them for approval 
(adapted from Anne Dickson: A Woman In Your Own Right, 1982) 
Such courses are aimed at the individual and although assertiveness is now more in the 
public domain, it is still not always widely understood, for example, assertiveness is 
commonly confused with aggression (Back, 1982). Harassment courses also tend to be 
designed with elements which include teaching the victim to respond assertively or even 
physically (self-defence) which can sometimes be seen as a double-edge sword since it 
is really the perpetrators of harassment who require and could benefit from training 
(Herbert, 1994; Thomas and Kitzinger, 1997) . 
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Personal development courses tend to follow a certain pattern of approach, for exarnple: 
• Self-nominates attendance 
• Woman accepts responsibility for her own development 
• Creates her own agenda (to some extent) 
• Women decides on 'issues' for discussion 
• Discussions about personal life are not considered 'unprofessional' rather they are 
integral 
• There are no right or wrong or 'magic' answers 
• A holistic approach to women accepting of workllife balance 
• The woman decides on her action plan 
• High participation 
• Trainer/teacher facilitates 
• Subjects are focused but there are few boundaries 
The self-nominated approach relates to the distinction Carl Rogers highlighted (In Pope 
and Denicolo, 2001) with reference to a learning situation, differentiating between 
teacher-based learning and learner-based learning. Women Making Choices fell into the 
latter with teacher (myself) as 'facilitator. This approach can be compared to a 
traditional 'training' event where: 
• The teacher 'knows' 
• The agenda may already be decided or pre-ordained 
• There may be right and wrong answers 
• There may be defmed and prescribed actions 
• Behavioural change may be a key agenda 
• The individual's full participation is not necessary for an acceptable outcome 
• The subject matter predominates 
• Focus is limited and contained 
• The trainer inputs ideas and information 
(adapted from Daisley and Willis, 1995). 
Course material for Women Making Choices was either new design or drawn mainly 
from other source material, for exarnple; Changing Course (Smith, 1992); Build Your 
Own Rainbow (Hopson and Scally, 1991), Make Your Experience Count (1993) and 
Build On Your Skills Open University (1994) and Springboard (Daisley and Willis, 
1998; Willis and Daisley, 1997, 2000). Many of the ideas and techniques for 
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interpersonal effectiveness were used to help the women towards self-confidence, 
personal development and achievement (paul, 1985). 
Women Making Choices as a personal development course covers some of the so-called 
"soft" interpersonal skills sometimes also known or referred to as 'people skills' (as 
distinct from "hard" technical skills, other than practical workshops on IT (infonnation 
. technology) which range from confidence building and assertiveness training to 
transferable skills, image, time and change management and career planning skills, for 
example, Curriculum Vitae writing and interview techniques. This 'hard/soft' 
distinction in itself may be worthy of examination as a future topic. For instance, why 
are such hard-earned skills as 'confidence' considered 'soft' compared to, say, IT which 
is considered 'hard'. There are many self-help and popular books available aimed at 
increasing women's confidence and assertiveness (Alecksander, 1992, Dickson, 1982, 
2001; Lindenfield, 2001, O'Brien, 1992) but most are not supported by a personal 
development programme like Women Making Choices. 
As a developer in practice who sees herself as a 'teacher who learns', I have been both 
infonned and influenced by the concept of transfonnative education (Pope and 
Denicolo, 2001) and Personal Construct Theory linking as it does to Kelly's original 
work (Kelly, 1955). According to Kelly, each woman would erect a representational 
model of the world which would enable her to chart her behaviour in relation to the 
model she lives in. Although this model is subject to change over time there is evidence 
that the women in the study's own constructions of reality were constantly being tested 
and modified and indeed transfonned giving better predictions for some of their futures. 
This has been confinned within my study (See also Chapter 11 for my reflections). The 
women undertook self-characterisation sketches as part of their learning process. 
Transfonnative education covers issues relating to individual experience, educational 
and institutional process. I was helped by the notion of understanding my own 
subjective experience as part of that process. As practice, it forces a consideration of 
fonnal and infonnal purposes, and practical issues such as venues for such education, 
and cultural issues such as accessibility and social context for transfonnative education. 
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Transformative education draws from research, practice, individual experience, and 
retrospective insight from past major theorists to cover a multi disciplinary field of study. 
According to Coats (1994) the dependency needs of women are explicit and women 
move from a negative position of isolation to a positive position of autonomy, freedom, 
control and choice. The role of the tutor and the group gives 'permission' and 
confidence to the women to make changes. Being a nurturer of individual development 
is a difficult and sensitive role to perform, albeit extremely rewarding. It is also a great 
responsibility (Mann, 1988). 
Women Making Choices emerged as a result of a successful bid, by the CPD 
(Continuing Professional Development) Unit of a University, to the European Social 
Fund (ESF). Marked differences existed between member states in terms of social 
conditions (Eurostat, 1990). The CPD aimed to meet the ESF criteria by appealing to 
women returners or unemployed women who were seeking a return to employment 
following a career break, most likely, but not exclusively, as a result of having had 
children. It was marketed at women who perceived themselves to be at a crossroads in 
their lives and who were seeking to make changes. The sub-text for funding provision 
and the reason for winning the funding was to attempt to deal with high women's 
unemployment figures at the time, during 1995-1997. 
The programme content was advertised in a local newspaper as follows: 
'WMC comprises a series of Friday daytime workshops designed for women 
wishing to re-assess their skills and experience, change direction, enhance 
career opportunities or return to work. The basic aim is to help women help 
themselves - not to tell them what to do or do it for them - but to increase their 
self-confidence. Practical workshops will be combined with visits to local 
sources of information and advice. Hours will be arranged to fit in with 
students who have children at school. Numbers are limited, so please apply as 
soon as possible '. 
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The numbers of women indicating an initial interest was extremely high, more than a 
hundred general enquiries were made to the administration office following the first 
advertisement and this level of interest was maintained when subsequent courses were 
advertised and run. This was encouraging in terms of an indication of meeting a 
demand that existed amongst women in the locality. These IS-week courses were held 
on Fridays. Any day could have been considered but it was decided that Friday was a 
suitable day because Friday provides the psychological 'feel good factor' of looking 
forward to the weekend. The courses were run from an Adult Education Department 
Continuing Professional Development Unit attached to a University. 
The course fee was £320 and this fee was paid for by the ESF for women who had not 
been in paid employment for at least one year prior to the start of the course. A 
registration fee was usually payable for administration purposes but also to try and gain 
a level of commitment from the applicant. Once registered, it was important to keep any 
'drop out' rates to a minimum because numbers required within the ESF rules had to be 
fulfilled (see below). Pope (2001) described how 'many colleagues and students were 
wrestling the differences between their implicit theories of teaching and the 
requirements and constraints being imposed by government policies". I sometimes 
identified with this statement when it came to dealing with the bureaucracy of Women 
Making Choices. 
Initially, two open sessions were held on one afternoon and one evening to outline the 
programme to the women who had registered an interest and to explain a little more 
about the course and to answer any questions that the women raised. Most of the 
women attending the open sessions actually decided to enrol for the programme 
immediately. 
The course was promoted to women as follows: 
• returning to work after a break 
• wishing to improve work skills 
• wishing to develop personal skills 
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• searching for a new career 
• unsure of strengths and direction 
This was based on the criteria set down in the bid to the European Social Fund. There 
was also a requirement, and therefore restrictions, from the ESF to meet the total 182 
course hours which included course work of approximately 6 hours per week. 
The course content comprised the following main headings: 
• Confidence building skills 
• Transferable skills 
• Values and interests 
• Assertiveness and personal skills 
• Stress management and relaxation techniques 
• Job opportunities, search and CV preparation 
• Application forms and selection procedures 
• Interviewing practice and techniques 
• Visits to selected work environments 
• Introduction to IT (Information Technology) 
• Image 
• Self-assessment 
Anne Dickson (2001) described the internal reference point for women and the 
questions they ask themselves such as: 
• "What do I really want? 
• What do I really feel? 
• What do I really see? 
• What do I really believe? 
• What are my real limitations? 
• How far am I prepared to accommodate?" 
Such considerations she argued enable women to make the first step towards a place of 
choice and making empowering choices as adults in contrast to a passive 'victim' stance 
(Hay, 1997). Dickson (2001) explained there remains much that women have no choice 
over but argued that women can still be empowered when they do not de-limit 
themselves. A programme like Women Making Choices assists women to ask these 
questions for themselves and to explore their own answers. Ground rules were 
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negotiated and established in order to set a positive and confidential tone where women 
would feel the environment was safe for learning and working together (Briskin, 1998). 
A typical programme of Women Making Choices was based over a fifteen week period with content 
follows: 
Women Making Choices 
1 Introduction - getting started. Introduces group members to the course and to 
each other. Includes opportunities for negotiating course content (Briskin, 1998) 
and reflecting on the roles people play in their daily lives 
2 Who Are You? - Life Skills I and Self-Awareness - helps group members to 
become more aware of themselves as individuals, to value themselves and their 
experiences and to express how they see themselves 
3 What Have You Learned from Life?lLife Skills 2 - raises awareness of what 
people have learned from their experience of life 
4 Organising Your Time/Time Management - encourages group members to 
reflect on how they spend their time and how they can find time for the things 
they want to do 
5 Managing ChangelLife Management - the change agenda both in te=s of 
organisation but also dealing with personal changes 
6 Coping with Stress/Stress Management - exploring methods to assist in 
relaxation and dealing with stressful situations 
7 What can you do?lWhat do you want? -looks at the skills involved in everyday 
tasks and helps group members to see that they have a range of skills which can 
be used in different contexts (transferable skills) 
8 Looking For a Job/Career Management I - considers different ways of finding 
out about jobs and applying for them 
9 Saying What You Mean/Assertiveness - helps group members become more 
assertive in their behaviour 
10 Image/Presenting Yourselfi'Image Management - the impression we make on 
other people and preparing for interviews 
11 Introduction to ITlLearning a new Skill - provides a chance to sample a new 
skill with some hands-on experience and to reflect on how people learn 
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12 Organising a Visit - provides an opportunity to gain first-hand experience of a 
local organization 
13 Looking for a Job/Career Management 2 - presenting the evidence. Looks at 
the importance of record-keeping and ways of presenting evidence of strengths 
and skills, including portfolios and CV s 
14 Seeking the Right Advice/Career Management 3 - demonstrates the value of 
seeking the right advice and guidance on the opportunities available. Guest 
women returners. Individual one-to-one advice sessions. 
15 Where do you go from here? - gives group members an opportunity to review 
the course, to reflect on and evaluate what has been leamed and to plan the next 
step (and celebrate). 
Funding 
In order to attract funding it was essential to meet the criteria set. There were sometimes 
issues and problems with bureaucracy and securing funding from the ESF. Funding 
rules can sometimes result in not being able to secure funding for those most in need. 
For example, whilst it may be easy to get funding for someone who is completely 
unemployed it is much more difficult if the person has a job, even if it is part time and 
low paid. Awkward decisions had to be made to comply with 'the rules'. The Women 
Making Choices course suffered from this same vulnerability, as regrettably, funding 
was ultimately cut by the European Social Fund. The letter from the Financial Director 
at that time announcing the cuts stated "No support has been provided Jor new trainees 
aged 25 or more; or Jor the programme Jor women returners or disabled students ". 
This gave a clear idea of ESF funding strategies at the time following a restructuring and 
mature women and disabled students were disadvantaged. There was a belief that the 
case for women-only provision had been made inasmuch as women were thought to 
have achieved equality of opportunity in education and training and that no further 
measures were necessary or that saturation point had been reached. However, this was 
contradicted by the evidence (Coats, 1994). This complacency was based on few special 
courses or activities for women. The perception of being 'special' also brings its own 
dangers. As long as formal education and training remain steeped in a male culture 
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women's needs will still be seen as deviant (McGivney, 1993). Serious efforts have 
been made in some areas to act fairly through addressing issues of uncertainty for 
education and training and operating within the law to eliminate discrimination and to 
promote equality of opportunity (Preston-Shoot, 1998). 
In summary, this chapter has explored aspects of women's education, training, lifelong 
learning and personal development. It· has outlined the associated bureaucracy and 
funding issues and outlined the course structure and content of the personal 
development progrannne for mature women returners entitled Women Making Choices. 
The next chapter will provide the methodological approach which was adopted to study 
the women who attended Women Making Choices. The entire process involved 
including the underpinning theoretical methodology and the approach to the research 
methods adopted will now be explained. 
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Chapter 7 
Method - A Combined Approach Incorporating Grounded and Feminist Theory 
"Although we do not create data, we create theory out of data. Ifwe do it correctly, 
then we are not speaking for our participants but rather are enabling them to speak in 
voices that are clearly understood and representative" 
(Strauss and Corbin, 1998:56). 
Researching Women Making Choices posed numerous methodological challenges which 
are recounted here as well as describing the research method and approach adopted in 
creating theory out of data. In this chapter I will firstly restate the aims and objectives of 
the research. Propositions are then formulated as a focus for the data collection and 
analysis. A discourse is provided on the requirements of a research design suited to the 
analysis of the subjective notion of Women Making Choices. The rationale behind the 
use of limited quantitative data for part of the study and the qualitative approaches to 
method and the underpinning theory is explained as a quality triangulation process 
(Swanbum, 1996, Jick, 1979). In identifying the most appropriate approach for the 
topic, some competing schools of thought are addressed. This is followed by a 
description of the methodological approach actually taken and the subsequent 
. development of propositions, profiles and metaphorical typologies. The qualitative 
aspect of the research was conducted within a 'Grounded Theory' (Glaser and Strauss, 
1967, 1994) framework of investigation which is fully explained. 
My approach was based on numerous conversations with Professor Bagilhole, my PhD 
supervisor. We discussed a variety of methods and tools to be adopted to glean 
appropriate and relevant data for subsequent analysis and theory creation. My approach 
was in accordance with social science and feminist research methods which stress the 
usefulness and importance of empirical research (Silverman, 2001, Miles and 
Huberman, 1994). The methods drawn on included a literature search, field work, a 
'multi-method' combination of quantitative and qualitative data collection and inquiry 
(Rossman and Wilson, 1984 in Miles and Hubermann, 1994), matrices and data 
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displays, analysis (Likert, 1932, 1961, Oppenheim, 1992), grounded theory (Glaser and 
Strauss, 1967), social research (Bryman, 1988) feminist methodology (Bryman, 2004; 
Harding, 1987; Oakley, 1981; Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002), qualitative research 
and feminist standpoint theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1994, 1998; Henwood and Pidgeon, 
1995), personal construct approaches to research (Pope and Denicolo, 2001) critical 
realist theory (Brereton, 2004) and utilising questionnaires and in-depth interviews. 
Sanders and Liptrott (1994) were consulted for an extremely useful glossary on research 
terms. The fundamental research question was whether women attending Women 
Making Choices (a personal development course) was paradoxical in terms of the 
choices, tensions and barriers associated with the women. The aim of the inquiry was to 
investigate women attending the course, gather data, discover their views and 
subsequently analyse the data to enable a grounded theory of women undertaking 
personal development courses. 
Strauss and Corbin (1998) provided simple definitions which were helpful to the study 
as follows: 'methodology' as a way of thinking about and studying social reality and 
'methods' as a set of procedures and techniques for gathering and analyzing data and 
thirdly, 'coding', as the analytic processes, through which data are fractured, 
conceptualized and integrated to form theory. I also attempted to apply Patten's (1990) 
list of behaviours which are useful to qualitative evaluation and which enabled the 
promotion of creative thinking as follows: 
a) being open to multiple possibilities 
b) generating a list of options 
c) exploring various possibilities before choosing anyone 
d) making use of multiple avenues of expression such as art, music and metaphors 
to stimulate thinking 
e) using non-linear forms of thinking such as going back and forth and 
circumventing around a subject to get a fresh perspective diverging from one's 
usual ways of thinking and working to gain a fresh perspective 
f) trusting the process and not holding back 
g) not taking shortcuts but rather putting energy and effort into the work 
h) having fun while doing it (Patten, 1990434-435). 
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In my work, I aspired to both the science and art of qualitative research (Opie, 1992) and 
doing qualitative research differently, inspired by free association, narrative and 
interview methods (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000). Science, in the sense of maintaining 
scientific rigour by grounding the analysis in data and 'art' by using Patten's (1990) list 
to keep open-minded and to enable any of my own creativity to be maximized. This 
was to be achieved by aptly naming categories, asking stimulating questions, making 
comparisons and creating integrated and realistic extractions of ideas from the raw data 
gathered. 
Through a review of the literature, a need was identified to explore the subjective aspect 
of women attending Women Making Choices, a personal development course and the 
extent to which they were making choices in their lives. This enabled a focus on the 
actual question of the thesis. Whilst there was some literature associated with women 
and choice and the relationship with work, (for example, Rees (1994) and Hakim (2000) 
the literature search relating to women undertaking personal development courses did 
not reveal an extensive body of work nor show an explicit link with choice. In the 
literature on women and work there was evidence of a paradigm shift in the research 
into women's careers towards constraints within organizations (Bagilhole, 1994, 
Cockburn, 1985; 1991; Evetts, 1996; Rees, 1992). In Chapter One a need was identified 
to establish factors that lead to women making choices and the likelihood that the 
hypothesis that Women Making Choices could be a complex contradiction and paradox. 
Accordingly, the key output of this research was the development of a grounded theory 
of Women Making Choices. This should not be seen as a model generally applicable to 
all women as the relative effect of their choices will be dependent upon their specific 
circumstances as individuals and their own personal development. However, by 
examining their situations the desire was to develop recommendations to support 
women which will form the components of this theory. A more equitable status can 
therefore be developed which should benefit women taking up personal development in 
the future. 
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Insight as to why women stilI do not have full participation compared to men is better 
understood (Bagilhole, 1994, Cockbum, 1991; Coward, 1992; David and Woodward, 
1997, Evetts, 1996; Rees, 1992). Due to the legacy of Marx and dual systems 
approaches (Young, 1981); patriarchy and capitalism are now also taken into account in 
the workplace. However, the literature is lacking in discussing aspects of women who 
try to gain personal development with a view to greater participation in the public world 
of work and the constraints and barriers that still work against them coupled with 
associated choices. There remained a need therefore to also establish why this was the 
case and the effect of the non-paid work aspects of women's lives. This required an 
understanding of why women undertaking personal development progranunes behave as 
they do and an ethnographic research approach which takes account of their perspective. 
This forms the basis of the research design described in this chapter. 
It has been said that participating in a research project is unlikely, in the vast majority of 
cases, to transform the conditions of women's lives. 'We cannot, for example, provide 
access to alternative housing options, childcare places or a reasonable income' (Kelly 
1994:37). Yet, given the scope of my research and because it is embedded in a practical 
framework of training courses, this does afford the achievement of some practical 
benefits for the lives of the women. My goal in undertaking this research was to create 
useful knowledge and, in so doing, to try and make a difference. Giddens (1990) and 
(Camey, 1990) have argued that reflexivity has reached a new peak in research 
methodology which is why I have also later included a reflective chapter. 
Feminist research methods (Roberts, 1992) were considered because of the orthodoxy of 
feminist research as being 'by', 'for' and 'about' women (Bowles and Duelli Klein, 
1983). This is despite the fact that this view has been challenged and feminist research 
has sometimes struggled to define feminisms' distinctiveness (Glucksman, 1995). 
Others have sought to understand what methods make gender issues most visible (Finch 
in Maclean and Groves 1991). Feminist research privileges gender and endeavours to 
improve the social and material status of women (Letherby, 2003). This notion of 
seeing data through a gender lens is helpful, acquiring its legitimacy through bringing 
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women's own understanding of their experience to the feminist project (Zawelski, 
2000). Instead of 'silencing' women it encourages women to speak and when 'written-
up' actually to be 'heard'. Thus, research feminists emphasize the importance of 
listening to, recording and understanding women's own descriptions and accounts 
(Bowles and DueIli Klein, 1983; StanIey and Wise, 1983, Maynard and Purvis 1995, 
Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002, Reay, (1996), Skeggs, (1995). Moreover, feminist 
research acknowledges that the act of speaking about experience is to culturally and 
discursively constitute it (Foucault 1981, 1986). Feminist research therefore challenges 
and confronts traditional male-centered knowledge. Listening and understanding the 
women's own descriptions and accounts is what I have sought to do with Women 
Making Choices and my writing-up of the process constitute a personal discursive and 
cultural journey. 
A complimentary methodological approach between both quantitative and qualitative 
data collected as part of the study was adopted (Dey, 1993; Miles and Huberman, 1994). 
The dualisms dilemma between quantitative and qualitative methods and tensions were 
considered (Henwood and Pidgeon, 1995). For the quantitative data, certain base data 
was collected to gather information on the respondents to aid analysis (Dainty et aI, 
1997). For example, respondents indicated various base data descriptors including 
name, age, marital status, disability and religion which are fully described later in the 
Results Chapter. Similarly other information which enabled profiling of the women 
such as income and jobs held is also included. This enabled an assessment of the 
diversity and 'social mix' of the respondents but also the development of averages and 
significant features of the sample which could be stratified and analysed. A brief profile 
of each woman is included (Appendix C). Relevant questions were asked which could 
be compared with regional and national averages. For more complex issues, an ordinal 
five point scale was used to collect respondents' opinions which best represented views 
on concepts such as choice (see Likert, 1932). Both a nurnerical scale from 1 - 5 and a 
semantic differential scale with a range of 'strongly agree to strongly disagree' were 
used. The aim being to measure the same thing by using the simple scale. Such 
measuring is effective, for example, for providing ordering with regard to 'attitude'. 
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Questionnaires were used for data collection (Appendix A). There were some 
limitations of postal questionnaires compared to interviews (see Moser and Kalton, 
1977:260). For example, in order to ensure that usable data is obtained, this requires the 
capability to question meaning which is not possible with a postal questionnaire 
compared to interview. There was also sometimes occasional difficulty in deciphering 
hand-writing. 
As the need to explore the subjective choices of women required data to be collected 
from the individual's frame of reference, this made it unlikely that identical issues 
would emerge from respondents and so a flexible data collection approach was required. 
This made formulating hypotheses difficult. It has been argued that hypotheses are best 
formulated by using an inductive process of creating propositions which interact with 
the emerging findings from the research (Simister, 1994:47). This approach was 
therefore adopted for this study. Although the research set out with initial aims, some 
were amended in light of new findings and themes emerging. A series of propositions 
became general working statements which were eventually expanded from ten to twelve. 
This propositional process allowed relationships between variables to be explored but 
they were not definitive statements. 
One objective was to establish the extent to which women undertaking the personal 
development courses were making choices as the course title implied or whether this 
statement was an oxymoron, as in two terms contradicting each other, or purely ironic, 
that is a contradiction in terms. Moreover to examine the extent of personal agency in 
this arena. Various assumptions were made as 'propositions' about what constituted 
Women Making Choices. To date, no study I am aware of has examined these issues 
within this context. Implicit is the idea that if a woman attends a course entitled 
"Women Making Choices" then they are apparently, self-evidently making a choice. 
However, the question could be posed if it were a course entitled 'Men Making 
Choices' but this begs the question of the likelihood that anyone would feel the need to 
name such a course for men. Various factors were thought likely to have a detrimental 
effect on the life, career and personal development choices of women attending the 
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personal development course. From this hypothesis the following working propositions 
were established: 
I. Women Making Choices is a complex contradiction and paradox because barriers 
to women's choices inhibit women's actions. 
2. There are limited life, career and choices open to women in the UK due to 
organizational constraints. 
3. 'Success' is problematised for women. Women are unduly affected by 
competing perceptions of what constitutes success. 
4. Women who have children under-achieve relative to their skills, experience 
and qualifications. 
5. Women who attend personal development courses are failing to make progress 
relative to their qualifications and experience when they return to work 
following a career break. 
6. Women have to spend too much time catering to the needs of others to 
undertake personal development and to establish their own careers. 
7. Women are unduly affected by other women and societal pressure to conform 
in terms ofhealthlimage/lifestyle issues. 
8. Choices for women are made by others on their behalf. 
9. Women lack knowledge of issues which concern them such as feminism and 
equal opportunities. 
10. Women have a tendency to ascribe success to being lucky. 
11. Women are unduly affected by lacking confidence. 
12. Women constitute metaphorical typologies which can be used to construct a 
theory of women's choices and which may act as a basis for further research of 
women undertaking personal development. 
These propositions have not been bench-marked against men, although it might indicate 
useful further work. Neither does the order have any priority significance although I did 
link the propositions to the thirty-two themes (Appendix I). Through in-depth interviews 
of respondents, profiles of each woman were developed citing influences and 
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comparisons which assisted in the profiling of Women Making Choices. Attempts to 
provide objective accounts of social reality cannot be achieved using only rationalist 
methodologies. Hypotheses testing in social settings can lead to spurious results. For 
this reason, many researchers advocate ethnographic methods and an interpretavist 
paradigm (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Research on careers has shown how an 
individual is an active agent in defining their own development (Evetts, 1994, 1996; 
Swarbrick, 1994). Most research associated with interpretavist sociological perspective 
involves the use of qualitative methods wherein we affirm the importance of the 
subjective and the phenomenological whereby social and historical 'facts' come laden as 
theory, lending themselves to multiple compelling interpretations (Linn, 1990). The 
phenomenologist recognizes the way through deep understanding or empathy with the 
subject (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Indeed social research has moved away from 
quantitative methodology as the dominant form of investigation in recent years (Bryman 
and Burgess, 1994:4). Due to the limitations on the number of cases which can be 
researched it is therefore judged against its validity rather than any claims for it to be 
representative (Mitchell, 1983). As I was concentrating on qualitative data in the main, 
I was concerned with an emphasis on interaction and not typicality (Crompton and 
Sanderson, 1990:21). 
A method of investigating careers involves the identification of themes in the 
individual's life history and their attitudes and behaviour. This was explored by Super 
(1957:281), the idea being to extrapolate influences and predict future patterns. A 
similar approach was taken to examine the women's lives both objectively and 
subjectively, in addition to occupational development (see Evetts, 1992). This was 
achieved, for example, by examining progression before and after having had children, 
where children were applicable, which gave an objective measure and then were 
compared to a subjective account of the respondent's perceptions of their progression. 
Other life-cycle factors can then be taken into account (see Sonnenfelt and Kotter, 
1982). 
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The respondents were drawn from cohorts of delegates attending the Women Making 
Choices programme. As attendees they were able to 'self-nominate' and therefore were 
exercising individual choice to attend the single-gender development programme. No-
one was 'sent'. As I was Course Director for the Programme and personally delivered 
on the programme I recognized I had some power and influence as the women were 
known to me. The respondents were therefore more readily accessible to me given my 
role which I acknowledge. However, the criteria for selection was based purely on 
attendance at one of the personal development course Women Making Choices. At the 
time of the interviews the course had finished so it was unlikely that I would have any 
personal affect on the women and there was no other sense of my having any power 
over the women in what was an unassessed development programme. 
Some methodological and epistemological issues have been raised by doing feminist 
research on non-feminist women (Millen, 1997). As such, I acknowledge that a study of 
this group of women had potential for conflict between the researcher and the 
participants owing to the construction of meaning of a gendered experience. The 
sample was chosen because the study was designed to look at Women Making Choices 
the subject of the personal development courses. At the risk of re-stating the obvious 
the thesis topic is named after the course title. Some of the women were initially alerted 
to the study by means of an announcement by me at the end of sessions in order to give 
the study some publicity and, in the first instance; I requested a simple show of hands 
merely to gauge interest. However, there were previous delegates who had already 
attended previous courses whom I also wished to capture. Ultimately my approach was 
formalized in writing. I invited all 80 attendees by letter which represented 4 cohorts to 
take part in the study (Appendix B). 
The original letter inviting participation was issued to eighty women in May 1996 and 
secondary follow up contact was made by means of telephone calls and personal letters 
to make arrangements for the appointments for interviews. This was a time-consuming 
process which required follow-up chasing. An additional letter was sent out in October 
1996 to all of the cohorts to try and attract more respondents. Subsequent letters were 
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attached to the questionnaires issued in May 1997 and an additional chasing letter was 
issued in October 1997. Most were returned almost immediately but some were 
followed up with telephone calls and further chasing and 26 had been received by the 
end of December 1997. Eventually those responding numbered 58 and at this point it 
was decided that 58 (73%) was sufficient representation from which to obtain 
meaningful date from the combined 4 cohorts of 80 women. Increasing the number of 
respondents for a sample is desirable but in the event 58 respondents created masses of 
data which had to be managed. 
Even though the women were known to me and apparently keen to participate it was 
still difficult to gain commitment at times. This was sometimes due to other pressures 
impacting on their lives and not necessarily through lack of interest. Occasionally 
logistical difficulties occurred in trying to make arrangements to meet. My fieldwork of 
32 interviews and data collection took place over a period of 18 months between 25th 
January 1996 to 31 st July 1997 (Appendix D for Interview Schedule). The location of 
the interviews varied. For some, I used my workplace office which although 'my 
domain' was a professional and neutral place to meet. Others were conducted in the 
respondents' own homes. In looking at this variable the location did not produce any 
difference in the results. I wish to record here the sense of privilege I felt in being 
trusted to both engage and detach and to be enabled to conduct these interviews by 
being invited into some of the women's homes for this purpose. Gender perspectives 
actually take shape in interpersonal dynamics in fieldwork and there is a dilemma 
confronting the ethnographer who, as participant-observer, should be both detached and 
engaged (Bell et ai, 1993). The idea of being both posed something of a paradox for me 
as my engagement was less remote and certainly more semi-detached than detached. 
This was potentially another variable which appeared ultimately not to make any 
difference in outcomes. 
Material for analysis was selected from in-depth interviews and the questionnaires to 
help reduce any problems of reliance on one method alone. During the analysis of the 
interviews, data increasingly came to be recognized as a form of narrative and this 
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provided the opportunity for the women to 'tell their own story' where they so wished. 
Narrative analysis is an approach to qualitative interviews that can be applied to 
women's life stories and good life history interviewing requires attending to the voice of 
the lifeworld (Riessman, 1991). One problem for any researcher is how and whether to 
name the topic under investigation. This is partly because the researcher could 
'contaminate the subject' before the start taking a phenomenological perspective. I was 
therefore careful to let respondents know only sufficient information about my research, 
dictated as much by courtesy and the desire to encourage their contribution. Beyond 
that initial statement and the assurance of confidentiality, I did not talk about my 
research until after the close of the interview because it was important not to judge the 
research problem by labelling it or defining its boundaries too closely (Brannen, 
1988:553). 
A questionnaire of 25 main interview questions was devised (Appendix A). Issues 
addressed in the questionnaire included the following topics as shown in Table 7.1: 
Table 7.1 Discrete data; name, age, ethnic background, religion, marital status 
Children Education 
Work - Paid and unpaid Home 
Interests Income 
Social class Choice 
Success Looking Back 
Dealing with Change in Your Life Sex Differences 
Image Women's Development 
Equal Opportunities Feminism 
The Future Aspirations 
These topics formed an inter-relationship between the discrete data and the twelve 
propositions. The suitability of interviewing as a source of data collection remains an 
issue of some contention. Bryman (1992) warned that researchers should be aware that 
experiences can only be recounted in interviews and therefore to take care with an over-
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reliance on data. However, sufficient credence is still given to the interview processes 
for research purposes (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Thus a flexible, semi-structured 
interview was developed. The fieldwork agreed was undertaken during the period from 
25 January 1996 to 27 October 1997. 
Questions arose within a developing interview conversation (see Burgess, 1984). The 
length of interviews was variable but averaged one and a half hours. Each interview 
began with some base data questions which allowed the respondents to relax into the 
interview since these were the kind of questions to which respondents would most 
obviously likely know the answers to ease them into the process. This was followed by 
posing more taxing questions on perceptions about issues and reflections on experience 
which required more thinking and consideration from the respondents. Various question 
types were used in the formulation of interviews including open, closed, probing and 
reflective question types. Closed questions accounted for 28% of the questions and 72% 
of the questions were open. This is also reflected in the Results as Chapter 8 contains 
approximately a quarter of the results of quantitative data compared to three quarters of 
quantitative results in Chapter 9. This supports a quality triangulation control element. 
Closed questions were a useful device where the possible responses were easy, pre-
detennined and respondents could tick boxes or circle answers leading to quantitative 
analysis in Chapter 8. Open questions were more useful for eliciting richer, in-depth 
qualitative information. These had the advantage of capturing information and ideas 
and a multiplicity of answers. They also created more data and were thus more difficult 
to analyse. Open questions had the effect of encouraging respondents to verbosity yet 
they made it difficult to control time which slowed the process whilst respondents 
occasionally searched their memory to recall events. 
A pilot of the questionnaire was conducted with two volunteer participants who also 
'doubled-up' as the interview pilots for methodological purity. These respondents were 
of similar ability and background to the target population and had also attended a 
personal development course. As a result of their constructive feedback I was able to 
adapt my methods and questions. Most of the questionnaire was acceptable to the pilot 
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respondents, even though some of the questions were rather personal. Questions in 
relation to income and expenditure, although seemingly intrusive, were relevant in 
relation to the hypothesis, as will be shown in the conclusion. One example of 
constructive feedback from the pilots concerned income. The pilots were not 
significantly concerned about revealing the information requested about their own 
income but they were uncomfortable about revealing their partner's income. With the 
benefit of hindsight, I can see how this could have been easily avoided. It is one thing to 
agree to be interviewed on one's own account but to answer questions on behalf of 
someone else is quite another, especially in relation to money. It was also perhaps 
culturally insensitive on my part since it is generally known that there is sometimes a 
tendency amongst people in the UK to resist discussing personal income. The solution 
to this dilemma was suggested by both pilots independently, that is that income should 
not be requested as a specific amount but should be banded into ranges and therefore 
made less personal. The revised questionnaire was changed to reflect this response after 
the pilot. 
The questionnaire was designed to elicit information on the respondent's current 
situation and circumstances and to gain some indication of their attitudes, lives and 
careers. Questionnaires can potentially be limiting so it was decided to include as many 
in-depth interviews within a semi-structured format. This was likely to enable dialogue 
between respondent and researcher which would produce more rich and revealing 
information. The 32 in-depth interviews were with those women who had indicated a 
willingness to be interviewed rather than just complete a questionnaire. This enabled 
the selection of a combination of material from in-depth interviews and the 
questionnaires to help reduce any problems of reliance on one method alone. A 
structured questionnaire was used for obtaining factual information, but its weakness 
was that it had the potential for forcing a response that may not actually express the 
respondent's views in their entirety and that by its nature may be superficial (Lynn et al 
1974:66). Therefore it was devised with open ended elements so as to ensure scope for 
free flowing dialogue. 
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I was mindful of associated difficulties of ethical issues and professionalism and that 
despite being a novice "naivete [about ethics] itself is unethical" (Mirvis and Seashore, 
1982). I consulted The BPS ethical guidelines and discussed with my supervisor issues 
of privacy, confidentiality and anonymity, harm and risk, honesty, trust in relation to 
gaining informed consent. I took care not to promise confidentiality superficially (Miles 
and Huberman, 1994). A critical theory approach judges actions according to whether 
one provides benefits to the researched and/or becomes advocate for them (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994:289). I was therefore seeking a balance between providing benefits 
through participants' understanding my work to be for, of, and about the respondents 
and being able to tell their 'stories' whilst also concealing their identities. Assurance 
was therefore given to all respondents through means of a short statement read to each 
woman explaining that the information provided was to be used in a PhD thesis but that 
the information would be treated in confidence. Many of the women expressed that they 
were pleased to contribute providing the published results were anonymous. 
Reassurance was also provided to individuals that they would not be identifiable in any 
publication. All respondents, with one exception, completed the questionnaire and/or 
interview process by including their name and address, although they were under no 
obligation to do so. All were reassured at the outset by means of a note on the postal 
questionnaires and by reading the same note to all candidates interviewed. The only 
anonymous reply provided reasons relating to sexual abuse as to why she had felt it 
necessary to conceal her name. Names and personal details have therefore been 
changed to protect anonymity in keeping with good practice and the desire of the 
women themselves. Although all of the women's names were changed, the ages remain 
accurate to their new unidentifiable pseudonyms. I took some license in the invention of 
different names for respondents in order to protect individual identity. 
It is a well known phenomenon that when an interview is concluded that is usually the 
time when a respondent will really start to open up (Roberts, 1984) especially once the 
tape is switched off. The women understood that the tapes were to enable me to 
transcribe what they said at a later date but that the entire interview was from the 
beginning to the end irrespective of the tape-recorder as I was also note-taking. 
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Ethnographic interviews are conventionally tape-recorded to aid analysis and all 
interviews were recorded because note-taking involves interpretation during data 
collection (Hakim, 1987:26). A tape recorder was used and all the tapes were saved. 
No-one declined to be recorded but additional field notes were taken in accordance with 
the advice given by Glaserand Strauss (1967). I personally transcribed all the interview 
tapes therefore confidentially was maintained. My data which includes tapes and 
transcripts is kept secure and is available for me to replicate my method should I wish to 
further unpack the mysteries of Women Making Choices. A calendar of events was 
created, up-dated and frequently extended to 'project-manage' the process of undertaking 
a PhD thesis. This provided a structure for the key events, a means of maintaining focus 
and measuring progress. The methodological approach was a combination of 
complimentary quantitative and qualitative empirical data gleaned from the respondents 
with a view to maximizing input to the research and to listen to the women's 'voices'. 
Grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) is a qualitative methodology. It actually 
means that which was derived from data, systematically gathered and analysed through 
the research process (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). It attempts to discover patterns through 
the categorization of elements and exploration of their connections (Tesch, 1990). 
Grounded theory was used as an alternative research method to other social and 
educational traditional methods in order to develop theoretical analyses. This was 
because grounded theory is said to be suited to the study of local interactions and 
meanings in the social context in which they occur (Pidgeon, 1996) and it is considered 
appropriate where there is no existing theory. There is a forever burgeoning aspect of 
qualitative research (Miles and Huberman, 1994:5). At some point, as a researcher one 
has to narrow the focus and concentrate on practicalities. My approach therefore was to 
discover and analyse social and social psychological processes, through means of data 
collection and analysis, analytic process, theoretical sampling and the systematic 
application of grounded theory. (Charrnaz, 1983). 
Grounded theorists according to Strauss and Corbin (1990) tend to be flexible, enjoying 
the play of ideas and working with. the data. This links into Patten (1999) as we saw 
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earlier and not simply with abstract ideas. It therefore differs from other forms of 
empirical research as theories are developed to explain findings which are actually 
grounded in the data. As I began with an area of study which allows the theory to 
emerge from the data, such theory is more likely to be based in reality rather than 
speculation. As the theories emerged from the data this enabled insight, and enhanced 
understanding. My emphasis therefore was on this process of 'discovery' rather than 
purely logical deductive reasoning because 'grounded theorists shape their data 
collection from their analytic interpretations and discoveries, and therefore, sharpen 
their observations. Additionally, they check and fill out emerging ideas by collecting 
forther data. These strategies serve to strengthen both the quality of the data and the 
ideas developed from it' (ibid: 1I 0). This 'discovery' approach therefore seemed a 
suitable one for looking at the lives of the women through questionnaire and interviews. 
I therefore did not test theory developed externally but inductively derived theory. The 
grounded theory approach was also used, in part, because it supported the capacity to 
depend heavily on studying the data and to 'read-in' other fields during the research. 
The work was not totally dependent on the literature search and in some ways was 
independent of it. Qualitative evaluation draws on both critical and creative thinking. 
Its foundation was in pragmatism and positing propositions, yet it enabled the continued 
discovery of interpretations and ultimately, as will be seen later, in the emergence of 
metaphorical typology. 
In order to begin theorizing, descriptive data was conceptually organized into discrete 
categories and in some cases ratings according to type. This conceptual organising was 
a precursor to theorizing. A useful definition of theory is "a set of well developed 
categories (for example; themes, concepts) that are systematically interrelated through 
statements of relationship to form a theoretical framework that explains some relevant 
social, psychological, education or other phenomenon" (Strauss and Corbin, 1998:22). 
I constructed from the data an explanatory scheme to systematically integrate various 
concepts through statements of relationship. Theorizing enabled more than simply 
describing or illustrating the phenomena, it allowed explanation and prediction and its 
usefulness was in being able to ultimately provide guides for action. At work was an 
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inteIplay between the quantitative and qualitative data obtained with each method 
contributing to the emergent theory. At the heart of my theorizing lay this interplay 
between inductions and deductions. In using grounded theory the aim was to develop 
theories which could be related to others cumulatively (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). 
Systematic steps were followed to ensure the spirit and intention of grounded theory. 
As we have seen earlier, my interest in the phenomenon, my 'hunches' and the literature 
initially led to the formulation of propositions. Next the data were collected through 
interviews and then through a process of comprehension (Morse, 1994). 
All the interviews were coded, re-coded, sorted and dissected with various memos 
attached to themes relating to choice. The reams of paper collected were testament to the 
countless tables of cross-referenced information which emerged. These enabled the 
relating of the categories to each other and also enabled the development of sub-
categories (Samples are included as Appendix E, F, G, H, I, J) and provided material for 
the later stages of writing up my fmdings. Categories which emerged from the theories 
or literature are part of the deductive process and categories emerging from the data are 
part of the inductive process. The creation of memos and notes enabled the process of 
analyzing how the data may link together. Chesler (1987) provided a useful illustration 
of sequential analysis which I employed as follows: 
• Underline key terms in text 
• Restate key phrases 
• Reduce phrases and create clusters 
• Reduce clusters and attach labels (pattern coding) 
• Generalisation about phrases in each cluster 
• Generate mini theories 
• Integrate with theory/literature 
In this way, the discrete data and the twelve propositions were complimentary. I used a 
grounded approach to the derivation of theory and used marginal notes as a coding aid. 
My analysis involved a coding system placing subjective inteIpretation on respondent's 
accounts then linking them by statements of relationship and then reconnecting them by 
making connections between the coded categories (see Pandit, 1996) and linking to the 
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literature. This approach was used to examine and interpret my data. My approach was 
to collect the data and then microanalyse in a strict line by line consideration of the 
responses. Beside or near the paragraph, categories or labels are generated and the list 
grew. This was to ensure systematic thinking about the data and to ensure density and 
precision (Strauss and Corbin, 1990:99). I then began a process of reduction to reduce 
the data to meaningful and manageable amounts. It was important within the bounds of 
a grounded theory methodology to reduce but to account for all the data collected and 
this involved systematically coding and classifYing the data. The fIrst code, was simply 
a word or label applied to a group of words to classify or categorise them. This was 
applied to the data to identify an analytical framework, for example "Juggling". The 
next stage was second level coding which involved noting and grouping the pattern 
coding groups from the initial codes into a smaller number of themes or patterns, 
making contrasts and comparisons, clustering and counting, for example "Women and 
fInding space". Thus the grounded theory methodology guided me from unstructured 
data to conceptual understanding and linked fInally to theoretical interpretation of the 
phenomena (Pidgeon and Henwood, 1996). An example of the coding framework is 
included (Appendix I). Within these coding processes, I related my work to the 
metaphor of 'an audit trail' (Guba and Lincoln, 1981, 1994; Halpem, 1983; Miles and 
Huberman, 1994) so that others can understand and scrutinize what I have done and if 
necessary the process could be repeated. I also aimed to achieve a balance between 
objectivity and sensitivity in my research. An objective distance was required as far as 
was reasonably possible in order to present the research materials fairly. I also intended 
to give the respondents their voice independent of my own which is why in the 
Qualitative section of the Results chapter their own stories are exemplifIed. It was my 
intention to be able to respond to the subtle nuances of clues provided by the data, to 
search for meaning and to be aware of what might be said or even 'unsaid' in the course 
of the interview relationship. 
The next step was to write up the merged coded data with the relevant literature to 
develop further categories in the data. In terms of the literature search, the 'References' 
section provides evidence of the breadth, depth and scope of the literature search. Such 
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readings provided a background of materials against which I was able to compare the 
actual data against the hypothesis. The literature search was also used as a secondary 
source of data to support and interact with my raw data. It was used to confinn findings 
or illustrate where the literature may be found wanting. 
Are women undertaking personal development courses making choices or is this a 
complex paradox? Not for the first time I came to realize the complications embedded 
in this thesis question, not least given that it contains irony and contradiction within 
itself. The main purpose of the study was to develop a theory that Women Making 
Choices was a complex paradox and therefore it was necessary to frame my research 
question (s) in a manner which allowed for flexibility and freedom to explore the 
phenomenon. This being the general phenomenon and central idea under investigation 
contained within the Grounded Theory Paradigm Model (Strauss and Corbin, 1990:99). 
The questions set the tone and helped to keep the focus on the question. "A good 
question is one that leads the researcher to answers that serve the developing 
theoretical formulation" (Strauss and Corbin, 1998:77). It was all too easy to be taken 
into interesting areas which were not in the service of my evolving theory. 
I was careful to recognize and take account of the potential for bias intruding into 
analysis. The theoretical perspective of a researcher is bound to influence the approach 
to the study. For example, as a feminist, I had to take account of my own potential for 
bias and be accepting that we can never entirely be free either of our cultural 
inheritance. I therefore also kept a journal and recorded my thoughts and considerations 
from time to time some of which is included in the later Reflective Chapter. In analysis, 
I was attuned to sensitizing questions which examined issues and concerns, for example 
the type of consideration which leads one to question 'what is going on here?' and 
theoretical questions about the relationship of one concept to another and making 
meaningful comparisons. There were times when I thought it would have been 
interesting and useful to have conducted a similar comparative study alongside my 
thesis question of Men Making Choices, if such a progrannne had been available. Other 
comparisons can be achieved however, for example in comparing incident to incident 
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(Glaser and Strauss, 1967). What I was able to do was to turn to the concept of 
theoretical comparisons in the form of metaphor. 
I had previously investigated various technological tools and computer aided data 
analysis (Kelle and Laurie, 1995) which may have assisted me in this process including 
Nudist, ATLAS and Ethnograph. I was therefore aware that such tools would enable me 
to move from text to text, to concepts, to integrating concepts, and to enable the creation 
of memos and automated graphic representations and diagrams. I had referred to other 
PhDs in the Library and seen Nudist used successfully (Dainty, 1998). However, useful 
though they are, computers are still unable to comprehend meaning of words or 
sentences (Heiner Legeiwe In Strauss and Corbin, 1998:276). Ultimately, therefore, no 
specialist computer software was used to facilitate the analysis but I knew I would have 
to apply a similar process manually. I therefore used Microsoft Office suite; Word for 
word-processing and cut and paste and Excel spread sheets for data sorting and creating 
pie charts and graphs. It was more conducive to first read through the texts which I had 
transcribed myself. I then highlighted important themes and questions. During this 
process I created hand-written memos and notes attached to my transcripts. I then typed 
up the memos where appropriate in order to incorporate them into my analysis (Sample 
included as Appendix F). The aim was therefore to follow the grounded theory rule of 
studying the emerging data. It enabled insight into the variables of the topic, the phases 
of the process and the identification of the major issues. My memos also aided 
discussion with my Supervisor and the creation of a filing system for retrieval of key 
areas. Memos and notes were also created to link to the literature search and any 
emerging patterns. Memos served the dual purpose of keeping the research grounded 
and maintaining awareness for the researcher (Strauss and Corbin, 1994, 1998). 
The interviews were the respondents' recounting of actual events as they remembered 
and considered them. My interplay with the interview data meant that I sometimes, 
perhaps inevitably, reacted to it subjectively, even though I would try to be as objective 
as possible. The assigning of meaning to words derived from common usage, 
experience and our associations with them is intriguing. For example, Strauss and 
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Corbin (1990:81) used the startling illustration of 'red' as a word which could be taken 
to mean many different things to different people; blood, lipstick, a car, red rag to a bull 
and so on. Red, they say is, therefore far more than a colour. So it is when the 
respondents describe their world. Words like 'choice', 'success', 'work' or 'family' are 
suddenly inveigled with so much more meaning. Each person interprets differently and 
my interpretation has as much potential for correctness, or otherwise, as others. This 
process made me aware of how much there is 'to ground' within the data but it also 
focused procedure and forced consideration of the range of plausibility thus avoiding 
taking one stand only towards the data. Undertaking this process ensured that I was 
actively 'listening' to the respondents, to what they said and how they said it but also in 
attempting to understand how they interpreted events. This stopped me jumping to 
conclusions and thus avoid laying my first interpretation on to the data. I engaged in a 
process of speculative analysis wherein a summary list of all written responses was 
compiled. Further speculation resulted through the process of data collection and 
continued throughout. The process of conceptualising led to grouping and naming 
similar conditional backgrounds according to their common links. For example, a 
relatively simple phrase "It's a Man's World" led to abstract questions asfollows: Why 
is it a man's world? Who says it is a man's world? Which women say this? /fit were a 
woman's world how would it be different? (see Man's World, Woman's Place, Janeway, 
1971 and Williams, 1994). I was able to scan an interview and seek potentially 
interesting or relevant analytic material. Detailed micro analysis is an important step in 
theory development and through careful scrutiny of data the analysis can be developed 
into grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Thus categories became better 
understood. As the process continued the interconnections between the developed 
categories, the paradigm models, emerged. My coding was over when analysis had run 
its course and was therefore saturated. In the process of data analysis it was the 
discovery of regularities, patterns and themes which began to provide comprehension of 
the meaning of the text. It was important to continually re-visit the research question 
which had started as an initial hunch but would be more accurately termed in grounded 
theory as the causal condition that led to the occurrence or development of phenomenon. 
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The fmallinking of these phenomena represents a grounded theory of Women Making 
Choices. 
As a result of my 'interview relationship' I achieved the four main areas of data used in 
qualitative research, namely: observation, texts, interviews and transcripts (Silverman 
2001). In conducting my research, I felt it was important to understand the differences 
between the concepts of interactionism and positivism. According to interactionism, 
interviews are viewed as experiencing subjects who actively construct their social 
worlds. The primary task of interactionism is therefore to generate authentic data 
through unstructured, open-ended interviews based upon prior, in-depth participant 
observation (Miles and Huberman, 1994, Silverman, 2001). This concurs with Oakley's 
methods (Oakley 1981). Similarly, it has been argued that humanistic approaches 
favour "depth interviews" in which interviewee and interviewer become 'peers' or even 
'companions' (Reason and Rowan: 1981:205). Feminist researchers advocate; a high 
level of rapport between interviewer and interviewee, a high degree of reciprocity on the 
part of the interviewer, the perspective of the women being interviewed and· a non-
hierarchical relationship (Bryman, 2004). I sought this level of equality with the 
respondents. However, Letherby (2003) has questioned the necessity as well as the 
ethical value of female researchers considering it intrinsically feminist to develop a 
close relationship with those being researched. This is a continuing debate in relation to 
scientific versus social science research. For example, positivism is concerned with 
measurable 'variables' from which causality is deduced objectively and scientifically 
but it is also criticized for pattern rather than process and the privileging of science as 
knowledge (Sayer, 1984; Gunew, 1991). 
In methods for analysing talk, text and interaction caution is advised in the meaning we 
attach to descriptions provided, given that people may recall those features that depict 
their behaviour as 'socially desirable' (Silverman, 1993:15). I remember I became 
conscious of this on one occasion when my perception was one respondent was seeking 
to impress. I sought to avoid the relativist view that 'anything goes' but be sufficiently 
rigorous to satisfy the exponents of scientific enquiry and canons (Agar, 1986, Guba, 
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1981; Kirk and Miller, 1986; Merriam, 1995). Therefore the empirical grounding of the 
study remained essential (Layder, 1993, 1994; Strauss, 1989). This was on the basis that 
the goal of reliability may sometimes be thought of as of dubious value but grounded 
theory can create greater validity. 
In the event I reduced sixty-five original concepts to thirty-two themes relating to the 
twelve propositions (Appendix I). These themes were clustered, reduced and deduced 
from the data and three main concepts emerged from the questionnaires and data as 
shown in the Results chapter. In order to create a meaningful, coherent and readable 
structure, categories have subsequently been re-sorted to enable further merging with the 
background literature. Actual quotations from the women were used extensively in 
order to 'hear' their voices and to give life to the text. It is to be regretted that much has 
to be left out. The study produced approximately fifty hours of taped conversations and 
over 400,000 words. 
The sample size was purposive rather than random and its boundary was set in terms of 
the limit of the Women Making Choices cohorts. My choices of respondents were 
driven by this conceptual question and not by a concern for 'representativeness' (Miles 
and Huberman, 1994). It could have been one case study but multiple case studies do 
add confidence to findings. In the event a total sample of 58 was achieved with 32 
being followed up in interview. The sampling made it possible to occasionally 
generalise beyond the small group interviewed to larger groups (the population) (Lynn et 
aI1974:66). The sample was stratified in various ways. For example, in the first coding 
exercise it was decided to stratify according to age. The second level of stratification 
was according to whether or not the women had children. The third level was according 
to a simple table of hierarchy of achievement which represented 'before' and 'after' 
having had children. Finally they were stratified on how they had answered the question 
on choice as being potentially the most likely cause of difference between age groups 
(Appendix J). 
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Phenomenologically speaking, I recognize that I brought my own particular values and 
self-identities to my research. It was timely to be reminded that we know the ways in 
which particular circumstances may affect research, but that "we can never be sure that 
we know what is unspoken or thought" (Holland and Rarnazanoglu in Maynard and 
Purvis 1995:131). Feminist research has to establish how far the theory is grounded in 
experience and understand the nature of 'reality' in order to selectively interpret the 
data. Research based on interviews includes the subjects of research which makes 
interviews social events and therefore a social process (Thomson 1989). In terms of my 
study this was only correct to a point, as there were formalities which prevented the 
discourse being pure social conversation, although they could be described as generally 
social in character. For example, on several occasions I was offered food and 
refreslunents. The unstructured interview is modelled on the conversation between two 
people. It may be naturalistic, autobiographical, in-depth, narrative or non-directive. 
Such interpretation also entails acknowledging complexity and contradiction which may 
be beyond the interpreter's experience, and recognizing the possibility of silences and 
absences in their data. (Holland and Rarnazanoglu 1994:131). I accepted that the 
conversation and interpretation of the transcripts is still only part of the story. Other 
exchanges, including silences, are taking place during the course of normal interaction. 
I did not use CA (Conversation Analysis) which is central to purist ethnomethodology 
where essentially spoken words or utterances, pauses and sounds are analysed (Bryrnan, 
2004:364). I did, however, record laughter but I did not make particular analysis of 
body language or other forms of non-verbal communication, for practical reasons 
because this may have required videoing and associated research which would have 
been another diversion. However, it would make an interesting topic for identifYing a 
future focus. Part of my method included structuring the thesis argument into relevant 
chapters. The contents page of all the chapters is listed before the start of the Chapters 
section. The idea was to create meaningful links between one chapter and the next. For 
example, the relevance of locating the study in the economic and political climate of the 
time in which the data was collected was included for the purposes of triangulation. In 
drawing my conclusions, I sought to assess how the data related to the research question. 
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I categorized the data and measured the frequency of responses and noted the recurring 
patterns or themes. I was then able to group participants and their activities and 
responses. My qualitative research involved systematic interpretation grounded in the 
data. The entire process is illustrated in the development and construction of my own 
research model (please see Figure 7.1). 
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Hypothesis 
Research Questions 
Propositions 
Data (32 themes) 
-discrete 
-quantitative 
-qualitative 
+ 
Coding concepts 
Analysis 
Interpretation 
Integration 
-theory 
-literature 
+ 
Metaphor 
r 
Conclusions 
Reflections 
Figure 7.2 A Model of Research Process for Women Making Choices 
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The emerging themes leant themselves to 'metaphorical typology'. Making Metaphors 
have 'an immense and central place in the development of theory' (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994:250). They enable richness and complexity to be captured as well as 
being data-reducing devices. I took care not to be distracted from the fieldwork by 
labelling my metaphors too early before. having sufficient data to support my theory, 
remembering that two things compared in a metaphor always have difference. These 
topics were then allocated to their headings which provide the themed structure. These 
emergent themes provided the material for the development of a new theory of 
'metaphorical families' for the women of the study which will be discussed in the 
conclusion. 
I was influenced in my approach by, arguably, the successor to postrnodernism, that is 
the concept of critical realism and the notion that the way reality is represented is seen to 
be shaped by culture, language and political interests. Reality can be known but it is a 
reality shaped by, for example, racial and ethnic, gender, social, political, cultural, 
economic factors (Guba and Lincoln 1994). Such factors create structures of 
oppression. Critical realism offers a meta-theoretical description of the human-world 
relation capable of grounding both particular and comparative discussions. (Brereton, 
2004). I have also been influenced by and been cognizant of the exploitative elements 
of research on women from differing social classes and the potential for "stealing the 
words out of women 's mouths" (Reay, 1996). I was careful to seek permission for using 
their own words, not to steal their words but to honour the women and their 
contribution. In drawing my conclusions, I sought to assess how the data related to the 
research question. I categorized the data and measured the frequency of responses and 
noted the recurring patterns or themes. I was then able to group participants and their 
activities and responses. 
Finally, although this study was never intended to be longitudinal, I wrote to all 
respondents ten years after their course to attempt to make contact with some of the 
women (Appendix L). I wrote this letter to all 58 respondents to establish what they 
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included a sample of responses as an epilogue in the fmal chapter. In summary, the 
twelve propositions, the thirty-two themes and the three concepts overlayed by metaphor 
became my grounded theory components which were written up as a thesis arguing 
towards a theoretical understanding of the paradox of Women Making Choices. The 
remaining chapters present my findings both quantitative and qualitative, analysis, 
discussion, recommendations, conclusions and personal reflections related to the 
research. 
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ChapterS 
Quantitative Results - profiling and stratification of the women of the study by 
means of numerical and illustrative tabula data and frequencies 
This Chapter provides the quantitative results (Qualitative results are detailed in Chapter 
9). Responses to questionnaires were received from 58/80 (73%) women who attended 
Women Making Choices. These women were, in the main, described as women 
'returners'. This term is often used loosely in this context to describe women who are 
returning to work following a career break for children. These women are referred to 
collectively as 'women returners' because most attended a course for women 'returners' 
or similar personal development courses. Defining 'women returners' is problematic 
because some women on the course have not had children and some have not actually 
'returned' and some were already working but looking for new directions. 'Returners' 
in some quarters has also tended to signifY women who have had a previously 
established career or profession. They were all mature adult women seeking personal 
development. The sample of fifty-eight women who responded to the questionnaire was 
taken from the 80 women available from 4 cohorts of Women Making Choices. Just 
over half, thirty-two (55%) agreed to be interviewed from the women who had enrolled 
on the course. 
The following indicates some base data relating to the women which provides surnrnary 
information in tabular fonn: 
Table 8.1 Age 
Average Age 41 
Mode 44 
Rauge 25-58 
The average age of the women was 41 years. The mode was 44. The age range was 
from 25 to 58 years. Three respondents did not give their age. 
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Table 8.2 Religion 
Agnostic 2% 
Atheist 13% 
Christian 67% 
Don't Know 2% 
. 
Hindu 2% 
Muslim 3% 
None 3% 
Other of 'world view' 9% 
In terms of ethnicity the data show that the vast majority of the total sample (87%), were 
white, with (5%) Indian, (3%) Afro-Caribbean, (3%) Oriental and (2%) Other. The 
results were compared with national population statistics. For example, in the East 
Midlands 6.2% of its population belongs to an ethnic minority group compared to Great 
Britain (7.2%) (IES/1994). Therefore a 13% inclusion rate is higher than both local and 
national averages but could perhaps reflect that the survey was conducted in an area 
with a larger than average ethnic population. 
The majority of the total sample described their religion as Christian (67%). The next 
most commonly cited response was 'atheist' (13%) followed by (9%) 'other' which was 
expressed in terms relating to a spiritual or a 'world view'. This was followed by 
Muslim (3%), none (3%) Hindu (2%), and agnostic (2%) and 'Don't Know' (2%). 
Table 8.3 Marital Status 
Single 22% 
Married 50% 
Divorced 7% 
Widowed 5% 
Separated 4% 
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Half, (50%) of the respondents were married, followed by (22%) single, (12%) single 
with partner, (7%) divorced, (5%) widowed and (4%) separated. One woman had been 
both widowed and divorced. There was no single sex/lesbian partnership arrangements 
declared. 
Table 8.4 Social Class 
Don't know 3% 
Middle-class 57% 
Working -class 31% 
Working-class to middle-class 9% 
The respondents were asked to designate their social class and that of their partners. It 
was interesting to note that of all the questions asked, and some were quite personal, 
respondents were most uncomfortable with this question. This is analysed in more 
detail in the qualitative section. However, almost all responded and (56%) were self-
defined as middle class and (40%) were self·defined as working class. (2%) did not 
know. Other women's narratives of social class mobility have been discussed (Lawler, 
1999). 
The respondents were asked who was the chief income earner in the household. The 
first income chart relates to the income of the respondents and the second to the income 
of the partners, the results are shown in the table below. The figures for partners and 
respondents' income reveal a wide difference in average annual earnings, although the 
lower quartile range of both the respondent's income and the partner's income was 
similar. The upper quartile range for the partners was £30,000 and for the respondents 
was only £13,000. By taking the mid-point of each of the salary bands the average 
earnings was estimated for each group. The average annual income for partners (all 
men) was £22,661 whilst the average income for the women was £8,517. 
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Table 8.5 Income of Respondents 
Income (Respondents) £'s Freq. 
2500 29 
7500 4 
12500 12 
17500 3 
22500 6 
27500 3 
32500 0 
Table 8.6 Income of Partners 
Income (Partners) Freq. 
£'s 
2500 13 
7500 1 
12500 2 
17500 8 
22500 5 
27500 8 
32500 9 
In examining matters of debt, over a third (38%) of respondents reported that their 
outgoings exceeded their income. 
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Table 8.7 Ages and Number of Children (includes offspring over 21 years of age) 
Age Frequency Band 
1 3 Under 5 
2 o. 
3 1 
4 2 
5 4 Primary School 
6 2 
7 4 
8 9 
9 3 
10 5 
11 6 Secondary School 
12 4 
13 6 
14 0 
15 7 
16 5 
17 6 Tertiary 
18 5 
19 2 
20 1 
21 2 Adult 
22 4 
23 2 
24 2 
25 3 
26 3 
27 2 
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28 
3 1 
36 
Under 5 
5 - 16 
= 
= 
I 
I 
I 
not at school 
school age 
Table 8.8 Illustra tion of Frequency of Children 
10 
9 
8 
7 
6 
5 
4 
3 
2 
o 
Frequency 
3 5 7 9 11 13 15 17 19 21 
.1 
C 2 
. 3 
0 4 
. 5 
C 6 
. 7 
. 8 
. 9 
C 10 
. 11 
. 12 
Lu C 13 C 14 C 15 
23 25 27 31 . 16 
0 17 
Of the women of the study (70%) had children and (30%) did not have children. This 
table and chart illustrates the nwnber and ages of the children of the women returners. 
The range is from I year to 36 years. "Grown-up" children have been included to show 
the range of ages but in most cases, although not exclusively, those beyond the age of 21 
were no longer livi ng at home. The most commonly occurring ages of the children of 
this group of women were 8 and 15. It was important to examine the ages of children to 
assess the relevance of age of children in relation to thei r mothers seeking to return to 
work. 
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Table 8.9 Number of women leavi ng work to have children 
No children Left work for children Kept working 
19 32 9 
This table shows that (30%) did not have children. Over half (53%) of the women 
actuall y left work to have children and (19%) kept working. (The definition of 'kept 
working' includes a break for maternity leave). 
Table 8.10 Incidence of Working 
Incidence of working 
35 
30 
VI 
-25 c: Q) 
"0 
c: 20 0 
a. 
VI 
Q) 15 ~ 
-0 
0 10 
z 
5 
0 
No children Left work for children Kept working 
The women were able to return to work when they have had children providing they 
have adequate child care wh ich was provided by others, in all cases female . Two thirds 
of mothers now return to work after having a baby (Ca llender, 1996). 
An examination of the length of career break provided the average amount of time 
' taken out' by the women. Out of this gtoup the most common period for career breaks 
was for 8 - II years (36%), followed by for 3 - 12 months (33%), both being the periods 
when children are sti ll at their most dependent. 
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Table 8.11 ' Time Out' for looking after children 
Time period Actuals 
3 - 12 months 10 
I - 3 years 3 
4 - 7 years 5 
8 -11 years I I 
12 -1 5 years 4 
16 -19 years I 
20 + years 5 
Table 8.12 Length of break for children 
Length of Break for Children 
12 
10 
8 
6 
4 
2 
o 
1 2 3 4 
Timescale 
5 
Percentages 
33% 
8% 
17% 
36% 
13% 
3% 
17% 
6 7 
(8%) took out periods of between I - 3 years, (36%) for 8 - 11 years, (13%) had breaks 
of 12-15 years, (3%) for 16-19 years and (17%) for breaks of20 + years. These results 
concurred with the national average for a career break for women returning to work at 
that time that is 8 years and decreasing (OCS, 1997). This figure is now 4 years and 
decreasing (EOC, 2005). 
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Of the total sample (30%) did not have children and (70%) women had children. The 
results also show that (81 %) of women either returned to or sought work. One woman 
had not worked because of serious illness. 
The table shown below shows the educational qualifications of the women: 
Table 8.13 Educational Qualifications 
Educational Qualifications Actual Percentage 
None 1 5% 
Technical 11 19% 
Secretarial 28 48% 
CSEs/GCE's 45 77% 
A levels 26 37% 
Vocational 10 17% 
Other Notable Achievements 3 5% 
Over three quarters (77%) had CSE's/GCSE's, almost half (48%) had secretarial 
qualifications and almost two fifths (37%) 'A' levels. Over a third of women in the East 
Midlands have no qualifications compared to 29% nationally (ReflES, November 1994) 
which actually made this group of women relatively well qualified. 
The table illustrates the total educational achievements of the 58 women. Only one 
woman had no qualifications at all, nearly half (44%) had qualifications at A levels and 
nearly two fifths (37%) had Higher Education qualifications . 
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Table 8.14 Ranking of Factors for Success 
Confidence 20 
Health 12 
Ambition 9 
Education 6 
Ability 5 
Hard work 5 
Perseverance 5 
Luck 4 
Support 4 
Communication skills 3 
Organisation skills 2 
Image 2 
Thistable illustrates the results from ranking the women's own perceptions of the top 
criteria for success factors. Clearly, the respondents believed that confidence was more 
critical to success than other areas. The results were quite surprising in view of the fact 
that communication and organisation skills were relatively low and image scored last on 
the ranking list. 
Occupational Distribution 
Jobs have been given assumed ranks taken from the East Midlands Labour Force Survey 
as follows: 
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Table 8.15 Occupational Distribution 
Ranking Job Type 
I Professi onal 
2 Managers and Administrators 
3 Associated Professional and Technical 
4 Clerical and Secretarial 
5 SalesIBuyer 
6 Craft and Related 
7 Personal and Protective 
8 Plant and Machine Operatives 
9 Domestic/Others 
*Source East Midlands Labour Workforce Survey, Sununer 1993 
Table 8.16 Comparison of jobs before and after children and relative income 
Respondent Job Before Rank Job After Children Rank Relative 
Children Income 
1 Secretary 4 Secretary 4 Same 
2 Teacher 3 Clerk 4 Worse 
3 Systems 2 Education Officer (soon 3 Worse 
Analyst to be unemployed) 
4 Regional Sales 2 Secretary 4 Worse 
Manager 
5 Secretary 4 Secretary 4 Same 
6 Global Tour 3 Clerical and promotions 4 Worse 
Escort 
7 Office Manager 2 Administrator 2 Same 
8 Lecturer I Volunteer 9 Worse 
9 Hairdresser 6 Waitress 9 Worse 
10 Waitress 9 Secretary 4 Better 
11 Accounting I Community Centre 7 Worse 
Assistant 
12 N/A Clerical! N/A 
receptionist 
13 Graphic 3 Studio Manager 2 Better 
Designer 
14 Researcher 3 Microbiologist I Better 
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15 N/A Senior Computer Officer Same 
16 Secretary 4 Volunteer 9 Worse 
17 Buyer 5 Masseuse 7 Worse 
18 Teacher 3 Volunteer 9 Worse 
19 Secretary 4 Secretary 4 Same 
20 Wages Clerk 4 Bannaid 9 Worse 
21 Factory worker 8 Men's retail 5 Better 
22 N/ A (illness) Telephonist N/A 
23 Trainee 8 Cleaner 9 Worse 
overlocker 
24 N/A School technician Better 
25 Stock Exchange 2 PE and Maths 3 Worse 
teacher/unemployed 
through illness 
26 Bank Clerk 3 Cleaner 9 Worse 
27 MoD Clerical 4 Volunteer 9 Worse 
worker 
28 Hairdresser 6 Hypnotherapist 7 Worse 
29 N/A N/A N/A 
30 Secretary 4 Home full-time 9 Worse 
31 Teacher 3 Cleaner 9 Worse 
32 Own business 3 Counsellor (Deputy 2 Same 
Head) 
33 Office Manager/ Same 
Purchaser 
34 Trained for P A 4 Ancillary Supervisor 9 Worse 
I (school)-
35 Supennarket 8 School Ancillary/ 9 Worse 
Office Cashier creche helper 
36 Factory work 8 Childrninder/ 9 Worse 
housekeeper/ 
cleaner 
37 Senior Secretary 4 Fresh meat assistant 5 Worse 
38 Senior Day Centre N/A 
Officer + temp project as 
NV()co-ordinator 
39 Technical Manager, N/A 
garment technology 
I (clothing) 
40 Personnel 2 Learning support worker 3 Worse 
Officer p-t 
(training) 
41 Sales Executive Same 
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42 Hall Manager, No income 
University Hall 
of Residence 
43 Shoe machinist No income 
. 
44 Secretary 4 Business Studies 3 Worse 
tutor/assessor 
45 Account 3 Secretarial! 4 Worse 
Director for book-keeping! 
Healthcare reception and general 
Advertising admin 
Agency 
46 PA to Chief Executive, N/A 
Institute of Sport and 
Recreation Management 
47 Fashion 3 Sales Assistant 5 Worse 
Designer 
48 Personnel Consultant Better 
49 Purchase 4 Human Resources 2 Better 
Ledger Clerk Manager 
50 Secretarial work 4 Make cushions and 6 Same 
curtainslsellladies clothes 
51 Teaching! 3 Supply teaching 3 Worse 
Managing own 
grocery 
business 
52 Probation 3 Probation Officer 3 Same 
Officer 
53 Advertising 3 Advertising tel esal es 3 Same 
Executive 
54 Waitress N/A 
55 Mobile hairdresser p-t N/A 
56 Medical Secretary N/A 
57 Design Manager 2 CleanerlPost Office 9 Worse 
worker 
58 Forwarding N/A 
Manllger 
This table shows the relationship between the woman's job before having a break and 
her job after having a break. These results were before minimum wage legislation, The 
results look fairly complex. However, the women appeared to peak in the secretarial 
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and clerical job groupings but also gravitate to a high peak into the job 9 (low grade 
rankings) after returning to work following a career break. Whilst it was not intended to 
make value judgements about domestic employment, (on the contrary, it is a most 
valuable but under-valued job), nonetheless it is interesting to note that four of the 
sample were employed as cleaners following the birth of their children, that being the 
only type of employment they could get to fit in with the children and which is low paid. 
Their former roles being, teacher, machinist, bank clerk and design manager. 
Table 8.17 Rank of Employment before having children and after having children 
compared with East Midlands Survey 
Rank East Midlands Survey (%) Before (%) After(%) 
1 8 5 2.5 
2 12 15 10 
3 8 31 17 
4 24 . 29 20 
5 10 2.5 7 
6 7 5 2.5 
7 14 0 7 
8 6 10 0 
9 11 2.5 34 
Total 100% 100% 100% 
This table illustrates the extent of demise in career rank terms of women who have left 
work to have children. 
Hours of paid work 
Of those (79%) that were in paid work the chart below shows that the most common 
weekly hours were in the range 31-40 hours. The majority of women (41%) were 
working from 11 to 40 hours a week. Roughly the same amount worked less than 20 
hours - 42% as 31-40 hours - 41 %. 
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Table 8.18 Hours of Paid Work 
No of Hours Frequency Percen tage (%) 
(I) 
5 or less 6 13 
6 to 10 3 7 
11 to 20 10 22 
21 to 30 7 15 
31 to 40 19 4 1 
40 plus I 2 
No of hours worked 
20 
18 
16 
14 
12 
10 
8 
6 
4 
2 
0 
2 3 4 5 6 
Figure 8.1 umber of hours worked 
In terms of housework, of the (59%) women with partners li ving at home (7 1%) said 
they alone undeltook the housework (unpaid work) in the family home, ( 17%) said they 
shared the housework. In three cases the respondents employed paid help. In one case 
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this was because of serious illness. There was only one case where the male paltner 
undertook the housework. 
Figure 8.2 Housework 
Housew ork 
71 % 
. Self 
I Cl Share 
• Paid help 
o Pa id help (illness) 
• Male partner 
This chapter has represented the quantitative results. The following chapter provides 
predominantly quali tative resul ts in the form of responses and narratives of the 
respondents of ' Women Making Choices' . 
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Chapter 9 
Qualitative Results - the narra tives and 'voices' of the women in the study 
including extensive quotations. 
In this Chapter, I will provide ill ustrative cases of specific women's 'stories'. This is to 
enable the women to literally speak for themselves but also to ensure the essence of their 
narrative is faithJully captured. The qua li tative findings from both the fifty-eight (73%) 
questionnaires including the thirty-two (55%) follow-up in-depth interviews are 
represented below according to thirty-two emergent themes. Much has been left out in 
order to reduce the volume but also to try and create a coherent whole which best 
represents the women. The themes are not therefore equally weighted but each is 
important in the sense that it is the experiences of the women that are highlighted. The 
women provided detailed replies to questions posed (see Questionnaire in Appendix A) 
which have been drawn together for th is chapter. Their responses ranged from the brief, 
frank and humorous to the comprehensive, poignant and extremely serious. The thirty-
two taped interview 'conversations' were flowing, deep and rich. During the course of 
my analysis of the interviews, I followed the advice of Skeggs (1995:7) who advocated 
repeated listening of the tapes with respondents. This technique provided a useful way 
of monitoring the legitimacy of the interpretations made of their initial response. 
As we have seen in Chapter 7, a feminist researcher goes through an interpretive and 
synthesizing process which connects experience to understanding and these 
'connections' I set out to achieve in my analysis. Underlying the emergent themes was 
always the continuing thread of choices and how far the women were able to really 
choose. The complexities associated with the themes were explored. The themes and 
memos were incorporated and reduced into the propositions in Chapter 10. The process 
helped in digesting a theoretical grasp of the materials and assisted in synthesis as well 
as in data reduction. The questions have deliberately not been repeated as this would 
repeat the questions in Appendix A and disturb the flow of the women's voices as it is 
their responses which inform the theory. Each theme is numbered and relate directly to 
the data as shown in the Appendices. 
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(1) Feminist perspectives 
Given the underlying perspective of this thesis, it seemed important to gain an 
understanding of what these women thought about feminism. The women expressed 
their understanding of the term and described whether they themselves were, or were 
not, ' feminist '. From a total of fifty-eight women nearly half (47%) viewed feminism 
positively but responses were invariably qualified. Many defined feminism and 
femi ni sts as supporting of women's rights which they closely aligned to equal 
opportunities as follows : 
'Women 's rights, somebody that stands up for the women's movement for equal 
opportunities for women' (Lucy/42). 
However, only a few would actually describe themselves as femin ists. The majority did 
not wish to use the term and certainly not without qualification, even though they had 
expressed their own considered positive aims of feminism . Cockburn (1991) and Finlay 
(1998) have written how many women feel obliged to quali fy their views with 'I'm not 
a feminist but ... ' and these women were no exception. Some could be described as 
'grudgingly' feminist, for example; 
'Not particularly, J agree with a lot of it but / wouldn't say / was particularly a 
feminist " (Lucy/42). 
Others identified the continuum of feminism and rejected the radical extreme thus: 
'/ suppose some people might say that / am a feminist but I'm not a ve,y radical 
one' (Carrie/34). 
early two fifths (39%) expressed negative connotations or value judgements ID 
describing feminism . Of particular note was the way they related feminism to men. 
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'It has negative connotations as well, doesn't it? Some people have gone 
overboard with it, I think it's important but ... yes I would say that I'm a feminist 
but not an extreme One because I think that can be very derogatofY '. 
(Pauline/42). 
"I don 't know. I don't like men. I see them as selfish. I don't think I'm one of 
these vefY bolshy women, I 'm quite quiet. It's hard to see that women can alter 
anything vefY much anyway. "(Janene/46). 
Some women have reacted to a perception of 'male bashing' which they believe has 
feminism at its soW'ce and they were keen that men should not be denigrated. This may 
be due to conditioning and backlash (Faludi, 1991). There was an acceptance of the 
status quo and a sense of di sempowerment. 
' I got quite cross and said something like you don't have to hate men you know 
.... at that point (there were) an awful lot of militant feminists and lesbian 
feminists and I found them awfully difficult to get On with so I wasn't keen on 
feminism ' (Roberta/44). 
Some confusion arose between 'feminine' whicb was largely viewed positively and 
'feminism' which sometimes tended to be viewed negatively. 
'First picture that shot to my mind was a pretty little dainty lady but thinking 
about it it's a woman, I think I'm right, trying to get equal opportunities' 
(Shazl38). 
Their responses revealed a wide range of various understandings and misunderstandings 
of feminism and wide discrepancies were exposed in respect of women's education with 
regard to feminism . For example, 12% simply did not know what feminism was or 
show any understanding of the term. 
'I'm not absolutely sure what it meanS. I might be a bit thick but' (laughs) 
(Jane/37). 
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This fi nding was reinforced by some stereotypical myths, sarcasm and cynicism as well 
as complete misunderstanding of feminism and confusion with lesbianism typically 
expressed thus: 
'Sort o/butch women spring to mind ' (Joy/32). 
'Someone who can't stand mell being better than her' (Joan/52). 
These responses were not surprising given the known hostility to the term and its 
frequent demonisation (Oakley and Mitchell, 1998). It could also be representative of 
some of the women's lack of education about their own history. It was of some concern 
that ignorance about femin ism would be exposing of this group of women but serves to 
illustrate the need and importance of education and training for women about their own 
' herstory'. It is well documented that the average woman does not align herself to 
femini sm (Taylor, 1994:87). Indeed, some argue that feminism has actually caused 
problems for women, for example, the view that feminists have not supported 'stay-at-
home mothers' (Romito, 1997). As we have seen previously, feminism has produced a 
growing ' backlash', (Faludi , 1991) particularly against what some consider extremism, 
which was indicated in some of the negati ve views propounded in respect of feminism 
(Oakley and Mitchell , 1998). 
'Feminism has almost become a dirty word 1 think. I know what it should mean 
which is basically EO (equal opportunities) but I think there is an element 0/ 
women, as there is an element 0/ men, that don't want EO they want to be the 
rulers and these people as with most, shout louder, it's like the IRA. You might 
agree with what they're shouting about but would not do what they do, that's the 
same with /eminism' (Amelia/43). 
Feminism has had an important role in the expansIOn of women's education and 
development (Edwards, 1993). It is therefore troubling that there appears to be such 
stigma attached to feminism, to the point of likening feminism to terrori sm. Some other 
traditional views prevailed making it clear that conditioning is deep-seated and one 
respondent analysed herself in these tenns: 
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'I quite like the idea still of having a door opened for me and people giving me 
chocolates. It doesn't happen but I know I've got some conditioning. lf I put a 
bookcase up and I think of Ihese things gelling done, I always think of gelling a 
man 10 do il for me and its been pOinted out several times to me that thaI's 
stupid, there's women who can do these things so, no, I'd rather call myself other 
things but not feminist' (Robertal44). 
Bouchier (1983) charts an analysis of the enemies of feminism and the reasons for 
hostility towards the movement which helps to see beyond the distorted images of 
women's liberation found in the mass media and replicated in this group of women 
(Davies et al 1987; Mather, 1996). How far could these women be making genuine 
choices as women, given either ignorance or negatively-held views about feminism? 
(2) Motherhood and 'real' Mums 
The role of being a mother has been described thus; 'Mothering is not a 'ro le' on a par 
with being a file clerk, a scientist, or a member of the Air Force. Mothering is a 
complicated, rich, ambivalent, vexing, joyous activity which is biological, natural, 
social, symbolic and emotional' (Elshtain, 1993 p 243). It can be all embracing, and yet 
it remains a most important and least valued role (Crittenden, 2001). Being a wife and 
mother are not things that a woman can easily split off from themselves but are 
integrated aspects of their whole persons (Edwards, 1993: 12). Knijn (1994) analysed 
images of motherhood in teIl11S of individualism being a dominant ideo logy of our times 
whereby motherhood was presented as a source of self-fu lfilment but this denies its 
social and structural character. Knijn's fmding was that mothers 'choose'to be avai lable 
for the needs of her children, not because of a belief in tradition but because they could 
not solve the motherhood di lemma alone. Women frequently take on the mantle of 
desire to be 'a good mother' and be part of the ' mother as nUlturer myth '. Some women 
seemed to feel their attention should be taken up with their families, especially their 
children and if they didn't they felt guilty. This traditional and fami liar image of the 
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good mother is a point of reference for many women and one's own mother is often the 
exemplar (Knijn, 1994). One woman described her own mother thus: 
'a real Mum, someone who stayed at home and looked after us, we even went 
home from school at dinner time' (Maisie/35). 
A ' real Mum ' in t"is context was being viewed and discussed as a counterpoint to 
feminism as though one could not fulfil the role of a 'real mother' unless one stayed at 
home to look after the children. 
On the other hand .... 
"1 enjoy it [work) obviously the money paying/or extras, need it/or sanity 
reasons. 1 don 't think I'm the type that could stay at home /ulltime, 1 love the 
children velY much but 1 don '/ think J could stand to be all day with them, J need 
ajob. 1 think a woman/ails into the trap o/housework, relentless, children want 
attention" Joy/32. 
(3) On being a woman, societal expectations and coming last 
We have seen in Chapter 2 the political ideology which framed the study and within 
which the women and notions of the family were steeped. The capacity of women to 
hold a more complete view of the world and see things in life holistically was expressed 
unwittingly by the women. Some womanly or female amibutes were discussed and 
themes emerged. The ability to have children was the fi rst thought for many of the 
mothers in the study who described chi.ldbirth as something quite miraculous. 
Communication, empathy, sympathy, femininity, good manners and the abi lity to be 
flexible and cope with several things at once by 'juggling', (Katz, 1992) were 
highlighted as female characteristics, Juggling the priorities was seen as the ' tricky 
balancing act between work and home. Women have been urged to make men accept 
their responsibili ty for child rearing, because unless we can do that, women are 
continually going to be lumbered with a dual burden (Groocock, 1988). 
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However, the positives of being a woman were balanced by the more negative 
characteristics which women often fe lt such as low self-esteem, lack of confidence, 
guilt, societal expectations and having to please everyone else. There was sometimes a 
profound expression of gui lt inasmuch as they sometimes felt in a ' no-win ' situation 
because whether they stayed at home or went out to work they felt they would be 
criticized and either way would fee l gui lty. Women have frequently been found to feel 
guilt about trying to combine paid jobs and families or in devoting time to themselves to 
the exclusion of their families (Brannen, 1988, Moss, 1991 and Deem, 1988). The 
following represents some aspects of the varied views expounded: 
"men always think you should stay home and look after the kids' (Joan/52). 
"since becoming a parent which was a choice, circumstances, responsibilities, 
spouse attitude to child care, own guilt feelings etc have reduced lily ability to 
do as 1 wallt " (Ruby/40). 
(4) Woman as 'sponge' and relationships with others 
Many of the women reported being the pivot of the family life and activity which 
enabled them to keep an eye on everything, be a ' sponge' that is to have the capacity to 
soak or mop up all the angst that happened around them from their families where 
needed. They fulfilled many different roles for families and thus they seemed to have a 
more complete view of the world. Being a mother had certainly made it more difficult 
to make choices because of the social expectations of the role of ' mother': 
'you've notjllst got yourseif to think of, you have to think of them as well and its 
easier as a lIlother to put them first all the time' (Amy/36). 
This is the lasting impact of motherhood, even as the children grow older and are 
assessed as being independent. The impact is still on the woman. 
'Children, well, the eldest child. For me, worry about her emotional health. 
Well she had a relationship break-up and she's never beel! quite the same since. 
- 171 -
J think she'll eventually come out of it, eventually because it's taking longer than 
anticipated' (Melanie/47). 
This response showed one mother's capacity to unexceptionally take on the burden of 
concern for her daughter's emotional health when she described the si tuation and the 
emotional and practical support she offered to her daughter. This was a good example 
of the kind of concem that a woman might well have on her mind. Women tend to feel 
responsible not only for practical care but also fo r relationships (see Land, 1985 for 
discussion on compulsory altruism). ' Real life' throws up all kinds of situations and 
issues that have to be 'got on with ' as part of the everyday that so often women take in 
thei r stride. Melanie typified an example of one women performing the role of unpaid 
psychologist, counsellor and social worker. From dealing with the seemingly 
inconsequential to emotional trawnas and dramas wi thin the family. When these events 
are not solved wi thin the fami ly network 'trained counsellors' would be swnmoned. 
Did Melanie have a choice? It is perhaps not much of a choice when a troubled fami ly 
member needs support and others within the fami ly either will not or cannot provide the 
emotional support required as was the case in this example. Family support of this kind 
ends up being yet another job. 
(5) Body, age and image 
Body, age and image were important considerations for Women Making Choices, not 
least because ' image management' featured as part of the input into the programme. 
This included having an image consultant as a speaker. It is a topic which seems to draw 
and repulse women in equal measure. The difficul ty is comprehending for whom image 
management serves, fo r example in discussing suitable attire fo r women attending 
interviews. Two thirds of the women in the srudy were not happy with either their body 
or their image (See Sampson, 1996 for discussion on image). The most repeated 
problem for women related to their weight, in particular the size of their stomachs. A 
'jIat tummy ' seemed to be the most des ired feature which could be viewed as a desire 
towards androgyny and looking like a man. It could also be a desire to equate to the 
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media image of thinness and beauty which still abounds . There were many references to 
weight loss, age and an idealized slim image: 
'I would prefer to be a stone and a half lighter. Have you interviewed anybody 
in this age group that didn't want to be lighter? ' (Toni/49). 
Body weight is also a practical issue in that several studies have found that, all else 
being equal, heavier women earn less than others (Cawley, 2000). Other examples 
offered up in evidence of their dissatisfaction with their body and image ranging from 
mild concern about themselves to self-loathing. Examples include dissatisfaction with 
their face, fat, legs, eyes, hair, hair colour, unattracti veness, height (too tall, too short), 
leg length, wrinkles, age, deteriorating eye sight, ' drooping and sagging' bits' , 'gravity' 
hips and clothes. 
'Well if you're actually asking what [ would change 1 could think of a list' 
(Shaz/38). 
haz went for a 'before' and 'after' style photoshoot including a 'makeover' which had 
cost her around £500 and which, given her rather straightened circumstances as a widow 
on benefit with four children, represented quite an expensive ' investment'. The practical 
issues of ageing appeared to have real consequences for women. The reality of being 
overlooked on grounds of age results in impeding their job prospects or progression and 
therefore their income. 
"I've come to the time now,.fifty, where if you apply for another job then they 
want somebody younger, you get overlooked a bit the older you get" (Rosy/50). 
'I'm getting old, I'm velY conscious of age. It suddenly, physical deterioration is 
rapid, it really is awjid. About two years ago, 1 actually went velY grey, I've 
had it coloured recently. 1 wanted to do it gracefully but it was just so draining 
on my colouring and the way 1 felt, 1 just felt 1 was getting old before my time. 
My eyesight deteriorated before it should have done and that made me feel 
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inferior perhaps and then with the menopause the whole shebang just destroyed 
me' (Andrea/48). 
Society often portrays a negative image of what it is like to be old. Older women are 
often misrepresented and undervalued. Indeed the faster reduction in female mortality 
has been coined the ' feminization of later Life' (Bernard and Meade, L993). Some 
women in the study seemed to have taken on the negative aspects in the way they 
discussed themselves. Yet, women, ageing and the menopause and social, physical and 
personal upheavals associated with the change may also be a time for new freedoms 
(Greer, 1991 ). Toni had undergone radical plastic surgery to reduce the size of her 
breasts. I repeat her story below: 
'A breast reduction, whilst I was on that course, that was the best thing I did. 
Vanity. The impetus, the catalyst to finally having it dOll e, was health but at the 
end of the day it helped my image enormously. It was because when f was having 
that back trouble, somebody said 10 me, the Dutch physiotherapist, said you do 
can y all awful lot of weight 011 your frOllt which can '/ be good for your back, so 
that, combined with the fact that I'd got some money coming was the reason f 
finally did it, 'cos it was £3000 but I wish to goodness I'd done it eight years 
earlier. Have I never shown you, (to my surpri se she whipped off her top and 
proceeded to show me). If you ever meet anyone with a big bust tell them this is 
what can be done, that's all I've got in terms of scars and when you consider in 
weight alone we took over 6lbs, two and a half Idlos, five and a half pounds. A lot 
of people suffer from big breasts and they just either can 't afford it or are too 
scared ' (Tonil49). 
Lt was a concern that Toni had decided to have the surgery whi lst 'on that course' and 
despite it being 'the best thing' she had done. Her use of the pronoun 'we' was also 
interesting. It was as though she and the surgeon were in cahoots wi th one another. One 
of the difficulties is that surgical interventions are on the increase at alarming rates and 
discussing issues around image can potentially add to women's insecurities. Women are 
socialised to aspire to an image of perfection that is constantly 'in our faces ' perpetuated 
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by the media and the certain knowledge that sex sells . Ordinary women are made to fee l 
inadequate because of their inabi lity to achieve such visions of beauty as cogently 
argued by Wolf (1990). My encounter with one woman who was uncomfortable with 
her body because she had undergone kidney dialysis was sobering: 
'I've got this catheter and it's hard 10 get used to '. (Jay/45). 
(6) Women and health 
Part of life generally does seem to entail coping with ill health at various times whether 
physical or emotional ill health. The women in the study described many different types 
of illness and health problems they had endured and which sometimes became a factor 
in being a returner or having to leave work through ill ness. The capacity of some of the 
women to keep going despite their illnesses was extraordinary. These narratives also 
provided evidence of women's capacity to talk, seemingly effortlessly, and endlessly, 
about health-related matters. The following represent cases where illness had a real 
debilitating effect on the women to hold down job which of course reduced their 
choices and prospects. 
'1 got a sort of ME type problem, terrible tiredness and muscle problems. [think 
that really it was stress but then stress, six years ago wasn't really recognised 
even then. 1 think 1 was (exhausted), 1 had to sort myself out, we were living in a 
house we were renovating, we are still renovating the darn thing now after ten 
years. 1 had the illness, one of my doctors said it could possibly be ME but the 
others didn't think there was anything wrong at all. [had blood tests and they 
couldn'l find anylhing, so 1 JUSI slowed down in fact [ did SlOp Ihen for Ihree 
monlhs (Andrea/48). 
' ... because 1 was so illfor so long, thal defined vety much how my life was lived 
so 1 didn'l have any choice in the maller, either career wise, education wise. 
Well yes, Crohn 's disease. 1 mean I've had it's a bowel disease and 1 was so ill, 
going 10 school was a slruggle, so you can't go 10 University, so you're limited 
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and then plus the early days f couldn't do work and then when f could f was 
limited by my qualifications and by the amount of hours J could work, I couldn't 
work full time and likewise when my health improved I was limited in choices 
because of lack of education. At no time have f been able to say yes I'm going to 
do this because the choice hasn't been there' (1 une/35). 
'Its inflammation of the membrane between the joints and the bones which 
causes swelling and pain in my joints, I suppose really, and it stiffens. It means 
f go stiff all over and in some pain and that makes me velY tired and that stops 
mefrom getting this agency off the ground ' (Phylli s/56). 
'I am hampered so much with having my back operation. I call't do things, f 
can't walk a long way like f used to. J had a disk taken out and its left from the 
knee down it 's like numb and it 's made me walk slightly, I get hard s/,:in on my 
toes, I just have to be careful, I can't I ifl heavy things. We had a back door that 
was stuck and continual pulling 0 11 the door, we took bits off it you know how 
you shave it but it was the winter and the wood swelled and J think that's what 
started it off. J was just over the washbasin one day and I sneezed and this 
terrible like a red hot poker went up my back and J j ust couldn't move, I 
staggered to the bed and luckily my husband got me into bed, f stayed in bed 
about a fortnight, and I got two trapped lIerves in my back' (Rosy/50). 
'I got a job at Rowley's, all Queens Street as a trainee overlocker but because of 
my asthma the fluff of the garments used to affect me too much so I left there ' 
(Jane/3?). 
Jay was very ill when I interviewed her and was waiting for her third kidney transplant: 
'I was taken ill in 1970 and after that last year f had my first kidney transplant 
in 1972 and my second in 1984. I had been velY sporting, played hockey and 
netball for the county. I've been in the transplant games and won a silver medal 
for squash', 'The only problems I've had have been in the last three years, my 
husband's business and two operatiolls on my Achilles tendon, PhYSically not 
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too bad, a bit cheesed offwith it, I have difficulty with the bag (colostomy). Yes, 
I'm waitingfor another (kidney) that would be three transplants' (Jay/45). 
Time and again women were reporting coping with such serious health issues most of 
which had· a huge impact on their employment and family choices. There were many 
discussions on diet, health and eating disorders in this study. Here is one woman's 
account of her life as a bulimic: 
"1 went to a clinic in Surrey 'cos I got a terrible eating disorder and I'm still 
working on it. I was bulimic, badly bulimic and a compulsive over eater and 
that was my way for ten years in tackling or denying my emotions. Especially if 
I'm feeling slightly vulnerable, insecure or old feelings come up, I suddenly get 
panicky and the first thing I think of is food. I get an empty feeling and I want to 
fill, it's not physical, it's mental and it's trying to change the pattern. I would 
literally just stuff myself and then I'd take laxatives or throw up to empty it but I 
became so totally obsessed. I got almost suicidal I was in physical agony near 
the end and I couldn't sleep for the pain and I would wake up in the morning 
like people with DTs (delirium tremors) and the first thing I'd have to do, it 
sounds horrendous, I'd literally go from one shop to another scoffing chocolate 
to get myself going again and then I'd feel sick so I'd throw up and then I'd get 
pains in my stomach" (MandyI28). 
Mandy represented someone who had tried to compensate for her vulnerability. Her 
confidence needed uplifting. Her choices were limited because of her bulimia. 
It was in 1973 when one book, published by The Boston Women's Health Book 
Collective discussed women and their health from a feminist perspective in Our Bodies 
Ourselves (Philips and Rakusen, 1979). This book became a standard for women 
wishing to fmd out more about themselves and their bodies from a woman's own 
perspective. It was a foil to the medical establishment at the time because this was 
'body education' for and by women. In its discussion of anorexia it describes the 
disease as "only the tip of an iceberg of nutritional problems associated with the 
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developed world's obsession with slenderness". Others have written about women's 
problems with respect to eating and self·image and secret disorders (Bruch, 1984; 
Chemin, 1986; Dana and Lawrence, 1988; Macleod, 1981; Orbach,1998). The idea of 
resistance within is powerfully illustrated by those engaging in practices of self·harm or 
anorexia. Such conditions are usually portrayed negatively as a problem to be cured. 
However, their reality may be defined for them which leaves them to the possibility of 
resisting from within their own bodies. This act actually restores a sense of agency to 
individuals. "Accounts from self-harmers and people with eating disorders have 
articulated various benefits of the behaviour, such as offering safety, certainty, 
protection and comfort .. .It provides individuals with a sense of power, control and 
achievement through the individualized and often secret expression of conflict" 
(Spandler and Batsleer, 2000: 177). 
(7) Criteria for Success 
In an attempt to analyse the women's thoughts on 'criteria for success', they were asked 
to 'score' the issues they thought were the most essential attribute (see table 9.3). The 
results provided this order with 'confidence' right at the top and 'image' at the bottom. 
Confidence was followed by health, ambition and education. However, it was 
surprising that the women thought skills in communication and organization were less 
important, considering how essential these attributes are for most jobs in the modern 
workplace as evidenced by many job advertisements. 
Table 9.1 Criteria for Success 
1. I Confidence 
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2. Health 
3. Ambition 
4. Education . 
5. Ability 
6. Hard work 
. 
7. Perseverance 
8. Luck 
9. Support of family/friends 
10. Communication Skills 
Il. Organisation Skills 
12. Image 
Some of the women's responses indicated that they sought 'happiness'. This was 
expressed in terms of independence, sometimes in terms of freedom but mostly in terms 
of fmance. Others were keen to study and gain qualifications. One wanted a 'job' and 
then made an insightful correction by saying, no, she wanted a 'career'. 
(8) Success/happiness/achievement 
Achievement, choice and success are relative terms. Achievement can be measured in 
relation to one's own starting point or in comparison to others. Apart from educational 
qualifications, some of the women clearly struggled to think of their own achievements. 
Corresponding to women's fear of success theory (Homer, 1972) there was a distinct air 
of modesty whilst considering this question. Answers such as 'no, not really, no, 
nothing special' belied some of their achievements because when probed further there 
was quite a range, for example from changing jobs, accomplishment in music, national 
sporting achievement and winning a national design competition. Jeffers (1996, 1998) 
urged women to 'feel the fear and do it anyway'. 
'When I was at college, I won a Royal Society of Arts prize, a bursary for design. 
It was a national competition' (Andil42). 
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'Oh well I passed my electronics exam 'cos I was the only girl in the class. I had 
an interest in it and so I signed myself up on a night class course and I passed 
the theory and I passed the practical as well so I was quite pleased with myself' 
(Veronica/30). 
Groocock (1988) provided a success and survival guide for women to climb the 
executive ladder but in doing so women were exhorted to cope with discrimination, 
come to terms with responsibility and power and balance work and home (Litvinoff, 
1994). Such 'strategies' for advancement may seem unhelpful to the women in the 
study and perhaps typifY a white, male model of success. 
(9) Role Models 
When the women were asked who, if anyone, they saw as role models, curiously many 
of the women thought of male role models they had seen on television first, for 
example, Richard Branson and Michael Palin. They saw these men as successful, 
energetic and dynamic. Another cited Ghandi for demonstrating his moral teaching for 
society. It was also ironic that one of the women cited Kaffe Fassett as a role model 
who is world-renowned for his knitting. The women who were mentioned as successful 
were Cherie Booth, and the late Diana, Princess of Wales. Whilst in no way wishing to 
diminish the latters' personal achievements both had also gained eminence through 
marriage. It seemed curious that the women did not acknowledge other successful and 
living women. It was perhaps recognition of how much more difficult it is for women 
to be acknowledged in their own right. An anthology to promote women as role models, 
celebrating toughness, resilience and definitely not being nice, celebrates that rare 
phenomenon, confidence woman (Carter, 1989). 
(10) Patriarchy and 'difficult' men 
Despite the antipathy expressed towards criticizing men in terms of the colloquial 
expression 'male bashing' by some of the women, it nonetheless emerged that the men 
in their lives, or men previously in their lives, were the apparent cause of most of their 
problems. Responses ranged from men not pulling their weight in the household to 
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cunnudgeonly behaviour to abandonment with children. The most extreme aspects of 
difficult men that some women described related to personal experience. This ranged 
from child sex abuse, incest and alcohol abuse to violence. Janette/46 described how 
her alcoholic husband had been imprisoned for the sexual abuse of all of their six 
children which was previously compounded with a drink problem. 
"My husband's problem with alcohol caused trouble for at least 5 years" 
(Janette/46) 
He had subsequently died in prison of alcohol poisoning and because they were 
divorced a month before he died this affected her financially because she could not then 
draw a widow's pension and was living on benefit and raised their family alone. 
Danuta/44 described the sexual abuse perpetrated on her by her father. 
"It was my father. It wasn't horrendous abuse, it was just a few incidences but 
enough to shatter trust. I kept the· secret for twenty-five years and I never told 
anyone. I've told my husband now, it was very painjitl but there's a great 
burden gone. Women Making Choices brought it to the fore" It [the abuse] 
created a problem for me in my marriage sexually. I mean I was told by the 
counsellor that I was fortunate to have got married and had children. I could be 
proud of myself that I'd done that much but my husband just thought I was a bit 
reticent I think, it's just the way I was. It wasn't what I wanted to be, your gut 
feelings you can't control and especially lf you haven't recognized you've got a 
problem in the first place, to say in your head, look, stop it. 'T' was all right, 
the worst thing was the personal counselling, it just got to the point where I 
thought lf I don't deal with it I can't cope and it was very painjitl and I was very 
upset. It was a secret I never wanted to tell" (Danuta/44). 
Incest can provoke serious long term consequences, for example, being unable to trust 
oneself or others and the experience of childhood incest results stays with the victims 
who become 'survivors'. (Pennacchia, 1994). The reaction to abuse may of course be 
experienced differently. There are however factors which make abuse more traumatic, 
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· including the intensity of the sexual contact and how the abuse is handled in the family. 
Many experience psychological symptoms such as depression, increased anxiety, 
nervousness, emotional problems and guilt as many females tend to blame themselves. 
This is thought to be due to females having more internal attributional styles. People 
may also try and cut themselves off from painful memories (Carrol and Wolpe, 
1996:593). The cantankerous nature of men as fathers and husbands were also 
described, especially the way men denigrated some women. Men were described as 
controlling and negative. Many of the women regretted the relationship 'choices' they 
had made: 
'If I ever tried to do anything, my husband at the time used to put me down' 
(Jane/37). 
'I would have picked a different partner '(Rosy/50). 
'I would not have chosen my partner' (Kate/38) 
'My father is still someone I don't feel that I know. Having said that he's a very 
negative person. He was always this half frightening figure that I didn't feel 
comfortable talking to' (Amelial43). 
"The worst thing about being a woman is feeling mocked. Men are very 
mocking I think" (Janette/46). 
(11) Communications with Partners 
There were clearly difficulties expressed about the lack of any kind of meaningful 
communication with partners. In particular, the views expressed had resonance with 
'Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus' (Gray, 1995) whereby men apparently 
inhabit their metaphorical caves to be left alone or undisturbed whilst they pursue their 
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own activities. Certainly a picture emerged of some men not wishing to be involved in 
analytical conversation of the kind that the women expressed they needed and desired. 
There was even an acceptance that men did not need to discuss things just because they 
were men 'the strong, silent type' and evidence of complete breakdowns in 
communication: 
'There were silences between us and silences at home, a lot of frustration that 
nothing was ever discussed and talked through. A lot of my qualifications! did 
afterwards. My husband didn't believe in discussing things, we got to a point 
where! couldn't tell him what! wanted! just held it all in. We didn't speak' 
(Jo/Sl). 
'! don't think men are involved in having discussions as much as women are. ! 
mean a load of women will sit together and discuss this and that but the men are 
sort of, he's a man, you know, you don't talk,! should imagine that's worsefor a 
man' (Jane/37). 
'My relationship with my partner because of rows and then we just don't talk to 
each other and that s even worse. And you think why don 'I we go on talking any 
more, because the talking just creates the unpleasantness and the anger and we 
just go into total silence. ! mean we're polite to each other. The other thing is ! 
lookforward to him coming that much, it's always an anti-climax'. (Tonil49). 
Breakdown in communications to the point of not speaking was a common theme. A 
contemporary response may be to seek counseling (Betz and Fitzgerald, 1987) but 
invariably it is women who will seek counselling and men often resist such 
interventions (Pollack and Levant, 1998). 
(12) Violence against women 
There were several accounts of violence being perpetrated against some of these women 
by their male partners. For example, in one account the husband beat Kl38 so badly she 
was left her in a pool of blood. The beating was witnessed by their young son. The 
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situation had been exacerbated later because her mother had not supported her and 
appeared to be neutral or taking the side of the violent husband. 
"Don't want to knock mothers but my mother talked to N while I needed support 
and said 'there are two sides to every story. I said how many sides can there 
be? All battles seem to be with men" (Kate/38). 
Similarly, Sashal46 described how her husband held a knife to her throat and how she 
'went limp' fully expecting to die. 
"Really got me into the ground, destroyed my self esteem which it takes a lot to 
do 'cos I'm a strong person, so I thought here we go again. At one point he did 
try to kill me, had me up against the back gate with a knife against my throat 
and I remember thinking, oh well I'll let him stab me and then I'll call an 
ambulance because I knew that if I moved that would be it, he'd stab me. Drunk 
he was, drunk. My little boy was in the kitchen. Another day he tipped boiling 
hot grary all over me. Sunday lunch, my little boy screaming his head offin the 
kitchen. Another day threw his dinner at the wall, another day threw some 
plates at me, cut my elbow, you know all that sort of abuse, so stood it for 9 
years and then said all right you've got to go and I've been stuck in all these 
situations because I could never financially support myself and that's what it 
boiled down to really. Low self esteem. " (Sashal46). 
There was a time when violence against women was hidden in silence but it is now in 
the public domain and openly discussed. Yet despite the openness much violence is still 
perpetrated against women by men as discussed in Chapter 2. All forms of violence and 
harassment serve as a tool to control and exert power over women (Connell, 1987). 
Violence within the home is especially difficult and confusing for women to deal with 
because the violation is sometimes committed by men whom women love, which makes 
such situations all the more poignant, distressing and powerful. The violences of men 
and how men talk about and agencies respond to men's violence to women have been 
outlined (Heam, 1988; Kelly, 1988). The threat of male violence continues to keep 
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women from stepping beyond traditional roles and the net effect is to keep some women 
'in their place' where they cannot make choices because the violence constrains them. 
One woman could only attend the course when her abusive husband 'let her out '. 
Women enrolling onto a course entitled Women Making choices would undoubtedly be 
socially motivated and such choice would be deemed rational expressing her own 
preferences (Elster, 1989). When a man beats a woman to prevent her from seeing 
friends and family or to prevent her from attending a personal development programme, 
as occurred on Women Making Choices, he is exerting dominance, hostility and control. 
(13) Power in Relationships 
There was an interesting dimension of morality relating to societal pressure to conform 
which had an effect on two of the respondents. Both were actually thrown out of their 
homes as teenagers because of strict moral standards imposed by their parents. These 
acts required carrying the family 'honour'. Their stories revealed how some young 
women faced problems that they were ill-equipped to deal with and showed how easily 
young immature women could be rendered not only directionless and without choices 
but also homeless: 
'When I was seventeen basically 'cos I was kicked out, my mother found the pill 
in my satchel and I wasn't allowed to see my younger brother and sister 
'(Pauline/42). 
'I was sixteen. I'd been out, came home one day, went upstairs as I did, didn't 
have much communication with my parents and there was a letter on my pillow 
saying either leave home and get out or finish with this boy, so being the 
headstrong rebellious person I was considered then I just left home. I had no 
experience and even on the day before I was due to get married I was sitting on 
the bus and was thinking what am I doing? I don't like this person and this was 
at the age of nineteen and I did actually marry him and he was a burden to me 
from the very beginning, never worked, violent towards me and drinking' 
(Sashal46). 
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For Sasha/46, having been dependent on her parents it seemed she then became 
dependent on an 'unsuitable boy'. It took Sasha a long time to recover from domestic 
violence and patriarchal control and the unfortunate consequences of her uninformed 
'choices' and associated structural and cultural pressures. The concept of a double 
standard of morality refers to our code of sexual mores which persistently encourages or 
condones sexual promiscuity in men (and boys) as a display of 'masculinity' and male 
aggression whilst condemning it in women (Smart and Smart, 1978). 
In some cases, there was a sense in which the 'husband' or 'partner' was either making 
the decision, or that 'his' will was the controlling element in their life and work 
decisions. This revealed, in a subtle way, where power resided in the relationship. For 
example, this was expressed in terms of being given permission or allowed by 'them' to 
go out to work, or otherwise: 
HI think I've been controlled the whole of my life" (Danuta/44). 
'Never been forced into job I didn't like, got the chance to study 'cos my 
husband's accommodating, he's given me the choice' (Joy/32). 
Effectively Joy/32 was disempowered because she was saying that she did not have the 
choice, the choice was her husband's or it was within his power to give. 
'I do not need to work from a financial point of view but feel pressure from other 
working women to do so ... As a GPs wife, I allowed it to be assumed that I 
would be there shoring up my husband in his job' (Charlotte/48). 
The assumption here is that there was a pressure from an unknown peer group therefore 
Charlotte/48 is not actively making her own choice. This equates to Finch (1983) 
"Married to the Job" and (Compton Edwards, 2001). 
'my husband is quite happy for me to stay at home' (Eileen/44) . 
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The rationale behind this statement appears to put the husband firmly in control and his 
happiness is the driver for whether or not Eileen stayed at home. There was further 
evidence of the husband's or partner's jobs coming first with the woman taking on the 
traditional role of helping the husband in his chosen profession. 
'I was actually working on a part-time basis for my husband so that continued, I 
occasionally went in to help out in the practice, he's a dentist. I did supply 
teaching and helped out in the practice but they were both on a casual basis. I 
didn't have any fIXed employment, apart from the odd terms supply teaching' 
(Eileenl44). 
For others, pressure was being exerted on the woman to earn money. Societal pressure 
to work was also reported with 'other women' being cited as putting on the pressure to 
go out to work. For some of these women the picture appears to be one of dependence, 
chiefly on their husband's income. This removes the necessity to become proficient at 
something in order to earn money, or more money and was therefore a demotivating 
factor. Some women felt caught in this dilemma, they were 'lucky' because they had 
husband's or partners who would take care of them financially because they had good 
jobs. Conversely, they still felt the contradiction and fiustration in not having their own 
jobs. They also felt concerned or guilty about not pursuing their own careers or 
potential. They tended to be concerned about what others thought about them due to 
societal expectations. Added to this are the changes in expectations on women having 
to fulfil the dual role and double-burden. Mothers and homemakers experience severe 
constraints on their outside activities. The discourse of choice and the limitations of 
freedom to choose are both moral and structural (David et aI, 1997). Many also 
experience strong opposition from male partners to their participation in education and 
training (Adult Learning, 1991). It.is a phenomenon that mature adult women learners 
often seek divorce (Edwards, 1993). Conditions of oppression can keep people 
oppressed and as such increase the power of the oppressor (Delphy, 1984, Simons, 
1995). 
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(14) Equal Opportunities and Diversity, racism and sexism and sexual 
harassment 
As with feminism, there were varying definitions of equal opportunities and some 
attempts at describing the topic, typically: 
'Equal Opportunities consists that someone is. treated on merit with no regard 
given to their sex, ethnic origin, physical disability. It's not been achieved, 
we've come quite a long way' (Eileenl44). 
Most also understood that equal opportunities was about equality and fairness for all and 
fairness and that it was about being judged on merits irrespective of age, sex, disability, 
religion etc. Some took the view that it was about men and women and considered it 
mainly in terms of equal pay for the same work. Others related the concept specifically 
to the workplace. One woman related her perception and experience of discrimination 
and anti-equal opportunities practice in her workplace as she highlighted a specific 
example of gender segregation and discrimination: 
'The evidence of discrimination is probably the Head of Department who will 
consider whether a job should be a certain grade or not and I think certainly 
there's pressure from that level to keep people in very low paid and very low key 
jobs when they should be able to do something better. No opportunities are 
developed. I'm not sure about the technical grades, because, again, men are on 
technical and women are on clerical, that's a discrimination in itself. 
(AndreaI48). 
There was further evidence of formalized institutionalized sexism which created a 
situation whereby some women failed to progress in the workplace because men were 
automatically promoted over women. 
'although I'm happy doing the job I'm doing now I know that I get paid less than 
two blokes, male post docs one of whom hasn't even got his PhD' (Carrie/34). 
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The position of women academics in British Universities and women in other 
occupations being disproportionately concentrated in the worst-paid, lowest status and 
least secure positions is a consistent finding (Acker, 1994; Bagilhole, 1994; David and 
Woodward, 1998). Equal Opportunities policies and increasingly Diversity Policies are 
in place for many organizations but the existence of policies does not necessarily ensure 
implementation and equality of outcome and discrepancies remain (Peam Kandola). 
Most of the women thought that although the situation has improved there was still no 
sense of universal achievement of equal opportunities. 
'No ] don't think so, most management jobs are all men aren't they?' 
(Janette/46). 
Diversity .as a concept was not mentioned by any of the women. Perhaps this was 
largely due to 'diversity' still being relatively new as a workplace term, apart from in the 
occupational field of Human Resources. Even Equal opportunities has yet to be 
mainstreamed and embedded in some organisations. Although public authorities, 
educational establishments and large employers may seem to be progressing in equal 
opportunities, much still needs to be done to achieve parity between the sexes. Another 
concern was the problem of leaving work only to find they would not be able to return 
to their jobs or at the same level. Whilst not legal it was nevertheless a perception. 
'] knew that if I'd left this job to have children] would never have got back into 
it again' (Andil42). 
Most of the women expressed the view that society is making progress but that there is 
still a long way to go before women enjoy equal opportunities with men. Although 
ostensibly each woman was making her own decision about attending Women Making 
Choices .she was also trying to prioritise and organize her own time in order to do so. 
Yet such organization was taking place within a specific institutional context. 
The inter-connectedness of gender, class and ethnicity has been discussed (Arshad, 
1992). The following, however, represent experiences of racism. The first is an 
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example of both institutionalized racism (as defined by McPherson, 2000) and sexism 
experienced by a Malaysian. The second. relates to a mixed race respondent and her 
memories. 
'When I was little my father was a soldier. At the time Singapore Malaysia was 
still very much under the British so I had to go to the school later and we were 
kept separate in the swimming, deep down I was simmering. As an adult I was 
teaching in a girl's school so women teachers were given more work than men' 
. (Rosjke/38) 
'I grew up with a black father and a white mother. He was very well qualified as a 
chartered accountant but he didn't get jobs because he was black' (Kate/38). Some 
thought equal opportunities was for special groups such as men or ethnic minorities, for 
example, 10/51 expressed her view that equal opportunities seemed to be in place for 
minorities only. 10 was convinced that black people were given jobs over white people 
in her area. 
"I mean in a lot of areas they're still not given equal opportunities if you're 
white and middle-aged. I think the middle-age plus the white, women. In the 
City Council, if you're middle-age you've got less chance than if you're black or 
gay" (Io/51). 
Racism was an interesting topic for the thesis because what sometimes emerged was 
underlying racism expressed by the women themselves, so whilst they were not usually 
the victims of racism, they were occasionally the perpetrators, given their language use. 
Elements of racism and the competition for scarce resources were evident. An anti-
racism, pluralist approach has been suggested to transform adult education and that 
continuing education departments are agents for such change (Leicester, 1993). One 
respondent described the double discrimination she felt as a black woman: 
'Its always hard for a woman, we've always got to prove ourselves to be twice as good 
and also from my perspective as well you've got to prove yourself more because I'm a 
black woman as well' (Veronica/30). 
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The women recounted various levels of sexism whether at home or in the workplace. 
Some described how they were denigrated, or put down by men and how sexual 
stereotyping was assumed for certain roles. The on-going argument about nature and 
nurture persists. Even young boys seemed to start early, for example, by giving the 
impression that girls should not play football: 
'My little girl is very interested in football and she went to Fullhurst for a week 
to do football and it was just a sea of boys and she's extremely brave and she 
stayed there and she was the only girl in the team and the boys all complained 
and none of them would pass her the ball and I thought that was awfol' 
(Pauline/42). 
Issues between boys and girls achievement has been considered (Francis, 2003). 
'People are still surprised when they see women in computing' (Sarn/31). 
Farmer (1977) found that the major differences for women and men in science careers 
were related to sex discrimination and sexual harassment (Brant and Yun, 1995, EOe, 
1993, 1994; Stanko, 1988). Moreover that women compared with men were clustered 
in the 'helping' sciences as nurses or technicians. (Farmer, 1997:136; Goode and 
Bagilhole, 1998). 
'The person that I mainly worked for was considered to be the biological expert 
and he was very racist and sexist. I complained about my treatment. I'd have 
to go and see him every week to discuss my work and he would be 
condescending, he would be rude and he would be patronizing and arrogant and 
then he almost harassed you. Well, at one point I was doing some electron 
microscopy work and I got some micro-organisms dehydrated and I was just 
having a look at them and seeing how much damage the drying process had 
done and he looked at them and said 'it looks just like my willy'. I was the only 
woman in the whole department and it was the most sexist public school 
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attitude. It was dreadful, absolutely dreadful and it ended up with me 
complaining to the Dean and I had to move' (Carrie/34). 
This was an illustration of the woman being removed from a sexual harassment situation 
rather than the perpetrator. Pauline/42 described a most unfortunate sequence of events 
in her life. She was a widow with four children who, shortly after her husband died in 
an accident, was herself injured in a road traffic accident and hospitalised for five 
months with a broken leg. She had left home at seventeen: 
'I worked in a bank, in Barclays, for quite a while, but I got quite disillusioned 
by it because in those days any male that came in after you, went ahead of you, 
so you were still sorting through individual cheques and the boys that came in 
went on to higher and better things' (Pauline/42). 
Pauline had worked in a bank but was now working as a cleaner, that being the only job 
to fit in with the care of her four children. There were several other accounts of sexual 
harassment. This phenomenon was identified by feminists as one manifestation of the 
larger patriarchal and hetero-patriarchal system in which men dominate and exert 
control over women. (Herbert, 1994; Thomas and Kitzinger, 1997).· These accounts 
provided prima facie evidence that this phenomenon is still occurring in the workplace. 
Furthermore, Human Resource Management processes seem not yet adequate to manage 
these difficult situations. Two examples are given below: 
'I was working in the Lingerie Department, I mean, I was all right, I wasn't too 
bad but I was upstairs which was a bad situation 'cos the lingerie was just on its 
own upstairs and a chap came up and he literally pulled his trousers and pants 
down and was making gestures about sexual things and wanting me to take my 
clothes off. I did complain but maybe not enough, the police came and the 
owners had an intercom and made adjustments. I maybe didn't complain 
enough at the time because I was very naive about what could have happened in 
the situation but it was enough for them, the owners of the shop to realize that it 
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was a dangerous point and after that they had an intercom and they had two 
people on the floor so they did make adjustments" (Mandy/28). 
In this case it appeared that the incident was taken seriously enough to at least make 
'minor adjustments' which would be a response to the legislation. However, given the 
position she had been in as an employee her situation was vulnerable. Another example 
provided an illustration of exclusion which is a form of harassment: 
In some ways the Dean took over, which although it led to the thing being set up, 
he's completely shut me out and he wants to do and I do sometimes feel in the 
dark which Ifind quite difficult to cope with, very frustrating' (Heather/44). 
This represented the kind of exclusion which would normally be dealt with under a 
harassment policy. Clearly equal opportunities policies are not adequately implemented 
in workplaces for women who face such discrimination and harassment. Sexual 
relationships between men in authority and the women they are meant to help but who 
actually betray their trust, have been examined (Rutter, 1991). 
(15) Social Class 
It was curious that social class was the most difficult topic to address in terms of it being 
a seemingly sensitive subject for this group of women. Many of the women in the study 
claimed not to think about social class or said they did not 'believe' in it or they chose 
not to think about it. It has been found that despite considerable social change in the 
UK, women's experience of class is barely visible and under-theorised (Mahony and 
Smroczek, 1997). 
'I've never thought about it. I guess I must be working class. I'm not class-
conscious. I'm not a 'keeping up with Jones's' type. I'm the sort it doesn't 
bother me what anybody has and I just go along in my own way and I'm not a bit 
bothered about whether I'm living up to a particular standard or not' 
(Phyllis/56). 
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'I wouldn't define class because that's not something I ever think about' 
(June/35). 
Of the women that had thought about social class, most did not really like it or even 
'hated' the notion of social class. 
'Doh, I don't like this question; it's quite a horrible one isn't it? Now again, 
what I think, we're all working class basically, I don't care who it is, manager of 
ICL don't tell me he's not working class, so that is how I look at it ... but to me, if 
you work, you're working class' (Amelial43). 
Tett (2000) described the gendered experiences on non-traditional participants in higher 
education "working-class and proud of it". One woman even thought it was 'wicked' to 
think of herself as being 'above' someone else which was her interpretation of social 
class. The mere mention of class seemed to carry certain social connotations of being an 
unworthy thing to think about. Yet at the same time, many would respond in tenns of 
upward social mobility and explain how they had moved from working class to middle 
class or to a 'professional' class and made links between class and education or material 
possessions and class. 
'That's a difficult one. My husband's family are definitely working class and my 
family are verging on middle so it's a meeting of the two I suppose. It's awful 
really, I mean Ifind that a more personal question than the other two' (Joy/32). 
In one case a woman described how she had 'come down' from an affluent background: 
'I think I've probably gone down, how about that? I came from a very affluent 
professional background. My mother died young and my father married my 
step-mother when I was 14. I have a lot of cousins who are millionaires. Father 
a doctor, mother a nurse. My stePcmother was a doctor" (Heather/44). 
Another woman referred to herself as belonging to the 'underclass '. This concept was 
conceived by Murray (1996) who focused on the culturaIist perspective and the 
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representation of the single mother in this discourse. It has been responded to by 
feminists to show how gender impacts on the forms of cultural capital available to 
young women in difficult circumstances. They wish to avoid the implications of 
underclass theory. There was some understanding of class and class mobility and this 
was apparent in their language suggesting that disadvantage is the result of the culture 
and values of marginalized social groupings (Bullen and Kenway, 2004) Most troubling 
for them remained having to even think about social class as an issue which some found 
distasteful. 
'I have problems with this. I was born into a working class family and consider 
myself the same person and I don't understand quite how I've changed, 
statistically I'm classified as middle class. I just think I've been lucky to have an 
education' (Eileenl44). 
Education is an important factor III occupational mobility and some women's 
preparedness to take a job rather than forge a career de-limits their class mobility. 
(Abbot and Wallace, 1990). In a study of class barriers inequalities in higher education 
have been highlighted (Lynch, 1998). Due to the tradition of measuring men's 
occupation, there has been a move to establish a social classification scheme devised for 
women (Barker and Roberts, 1986). Toni described the differences in the class system 
as she saw it between America and the UK as follows: 
'Yes, if you live in America they say they don't have a class system in fact they 
have a class system which to me is almost as rigid and a lot worse than ours, in 
as much it is dominated purely by the money you earn. So your doctor and your 
lawyer are your aristocracy. My husband is a blue collar worker because he 
does a manual job, so that basically puts him down the scale, whereas more so 
in England I think it 's your education that decides' (Tonil49). 
Melanie/47 described how social class was not necessarily always a self-perception but 
something that is bestowed by others: 
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'Yes, I've changed from being a working class snob to middle class and I think 
that's only because of what others say about me, the children, my own children, 
probably not what I feel myself. I think I'm probably working class but the 
children think I'm middle class, so they class me. I'm middle class. I think it's to 
do with always feeling superior but a working class superiority that stems back 
from being a child' (Melanie/47). 
The study of social class has been a key issue in sociology as well as feminism. 
Traditionally women were not included or their social class was detennined only by 
their husband's occupation. Abbot and Sapsford (1987) have argued that to ignore 
women's class position is unwise. The origins of gender and class have been explained 
in terms of explanations of male dominance (Coontz and Henderson, 1986). Social 
class for Women Making Choices may become relevant as a motivation towards social 
mobility and aspiration. Tett (2000) has described the gendered experiences of non-
traditional participants in higher education. She analysed a small group of working-
class participants in higher education arguing that the way people describe their 
experiences reflects the ways in which they construct their feminine and masculine 
identities. These are thought not to be static but rather are historically and spatially 
situated and evolving. It is suggested that whilst a person's subjective position is as 
importantly influenced by, for example, race and age, as by class and gender, these are 
always key factors in interpreting lived experience. Tett concludes that through 
questioning the discourses of class and gender that frame the ways of thinking, problems 
and practices which are regarded as legitimate, it begins to be possible for students to 
open up new ways of thinking reflexively about the social construction of their 
experiences of education. 
(16) Being like a man 
There was a prevailing view amongst the women that women have to be better than men 
to get to the same level or that they have to change their behaviour to be like a man and 
not respond in an emotional way in business or organisations. 
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1 think possibly women still have to be a little bit better than men or in some 
cases a lot better than men to get into certain jobs and to a certain extent they 
have to be more like a man. I don't think that a woman who shows her emotions 
a lot is going to get a job as Managing Director, she's got to put on a male front 
and maybe that's the right kind of person for ajob, but I still think there's a long 
way to go' (Sam/31). 
The generalisation and stereotyping of men as physically stronger and more capable was 
a common assumption. Different skills were seen as natural. 
'I don't really know a lot about it but its supposed to be as far as wages are 
concerned if a man and woman do the same job they should have the same wage 
but on the other hand if they're doing a similar sort of job it might be something 
a lady can't cope with like lifting, which I don't think you can expect if its heavy 
stuff, or if its something with the hand the lady might be able to do it and the 
man be clumsy, but basically same pay for the same job' (Rosy/50). 
The benefits of being male were discussed and the women imagined what they thought 
it was like to be a man in comparison to being a woman. Their thoughts included 
practical and humorous issues: 
1 don't think that they take things upon themselves so much., They can get 
themselves into an awfol argy-bargy at work or fight and from my experience 
they seem to walk away from it relatively unscathed. I don't know, they don't 
seem to take things so much to heart. I mean, if my husband makes an almighty 
cock-up and wastes thousands of pounds worth of socks, he seems to be able to 
sleep at night, whereas if I'd ballsed something up and we end up with 45000 
leaflets with a spelling mistake on the front, I'll agonise about it and I don't 
know whether that's a gender trait or not' (Andil42). 
This was an example of the self-imposed pressure which is gendered and relates to the 
demands on women to prove themselves at work. 
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'For a certain type of women. I think women that have got somewhere have 
been too over aggressive, gone on to a more male stance, rather than done it 
with their femininity. I cite my head teacher, she was over the top she was, she 
was head teacher and that's definitely how she got there' (Veronica/3~). 
Such cornments caused one to reflect on how frequently women are maligned by their 
own sex. Again, this might be attributable to 'backlash' but it is of concern given that it 
is women on women and not as a result of sex wars (Lydon, 1992, Thomas, 1993). 
Many of the financial regulations which affect adult learners stem from government 
which is concerned more with controlling public expenditure than education and 
training. For example, lack of assistance for part-time students, the complexities of the 
benefits system, fees and concessions have a disproportionate impact on part time 
women. Most of whom have little money to spend on their own education. The 
majority of women do eam less than men and the uneven distribution of income within 
households. (Adult Learning, 1995). The incidence of low pay for part-time work and 
the effects on jobs and productivity and the consequences for women's economic 
independence has been examined by the EOC (1995), in particular how part-time 
workers should not become second class citizens but also how structural changes such 
as Compulsory Competitive Tendering had an adverse effect on women. 
The reality of women's capacity to 'juggle' as we have seen seemed to create a notable 
difference in perception as to the different way men cope with life. In a range of books 
published as the "Juggling Women Series, 107 Winning Ideas on Returning to Work" 
(Keith News Ltd, 2003) juggling is defmitely seen as something women do. Whilst 
women 'juggle' this affords men the luxury of being able to focus on a given task 
whereas women tend to dilute themselves and their time to cope with all the competing 
demands made upon them. There was no doubt that the women saw themselves as 
being able to multi-task compared to the men in their lives who apparently could not. 
Time and again they said that they can do many things at the same time whilst saying 
the opposite of men, or they compared the requirements on men to only have to do one 
thing at a time. Farming and McKay (1993) have discussed the notion of 'being a man'. 
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This indicated male privilege as opposed to valuing a woman's ability. Also, differing 
(lower) values are put on these different skills of women. 
Well, I have a three year old who is still at home, so I'm taking and fetching 
backwards and forwards because they all (three children) finish at different 
times and just looking after the house and fetching and carrying. My husband 
comes home for lunch which is something of a mixed blessing (laughs) 
(Amy/36). 
'The best thing about being a man is being allowed to only think of one thing at 
a time' (Sasha/46) 
One woman described the perceived benefits of being a man included being able to go 
into the pub on your own. The inference being that some women still feel it is 
unacceptable to go to the pub alone. 
[If you are a man] "You can go into pubs on your own and sit down and also you 
can pee standing up' (Roberta/44). 
(17) Housework and Juggling 
All of the women said it fell to them to do the main share of the housework. There was 
occasional mention of 'help' from a male partner. Only one woman expressed that 
housework was a team effort. 
'Me' (all respondents) 
Housework, as we have seen is a much studied phenomena (Finch, 1983; Hartmann, 
1981; Murcott, 1983; Oakley, 1974, Thorogood, 1987). Oakley, in particular, went 
beyond examining who does which task to look at the meanings attached to them. 
Many men talk about 'helping' women with 'their' work and the sexual division still 
applies in households (Chapter 5). Housework is something that can be done to varying 
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levels or standards but it is usually apparent, given the customs of social acceptability 
and reasonableness, when various household or cleaning tasks are not undertaken. So 
whilst women may have an apparent choice not to undertake household cleaning or 
housework the consequences of so-doing would lead to a reduction in standards which 
may affect the health and well-being of the family. Domestic chores cannot be left 
undone (Edwards, 1993) 'Lucky' women may have the financial means to employ a 
cleaner, who invariably would be an exploited low paid woman. Most women therefore 
felt they had no choice other than to undertake necessary housework. Gender attitudes 
and the household have been compared in Europe and it appears that women from a 
range of national contexts have the capacity to perceive their disadvantage in terms of 
conventional gender roles, relative to men (Crompton and Harris, 1996). In terms of 
other types of work, beyond housework and caring, quite a few of the women undertook 
voluntary work, in some cases extensively. The women expressed annoyance at having 
to take responsibility for household chores and for other tasks needing to be done, 
whether it was in the house or outside the house, such as housework or ferrying children 
to various activities. Some women described how they perceived they were constantly 
at family members 'beck and call'. For example, doing what their partners, husbands, 
children and other family members wanted them to do: 
"I would like to think I would stand up for my rights but loads of the time, 
especially at home, I'm bullied into doing things that I don't particularly want 
to do but I just do it because it keeps the peace. Classic example, this wedding, 
if I had my way I'd say I'm not going foil stop but just to keep the peace in the 
house I do it" (Ursula/31). 
Several women complained about the lack of help from their partners and the general 
debility of some of their male partners to usefully contribute to the household. One 
woman explained that her husband didn't seem to do anything, either inside or outside 
of the home: 
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'No nothing, he was unemployed ever since I've known him. The past few 
months before he died he was just doing a training course, that's the most 
regular I've seen him go out the house since I'd known him' (Shaz/38). 
Amongst the worst things about being a woman were society's expectations especially 
regarding childcare, 'women's work' and expected behaviour. The data suggested that 
there was a perception that women tended to be more quiet than men about their rights 
and to be less dominant. Being expected to 'juggle' children, career, partner and parents 
meant that women were perceived as the 'nurturer' and Sasha reflected many of the 
women when she said: 
The worst thing about being a woman is having to juggle your children, your 
career, your partner, your mother and father, is that you're a nurturer for 
absolutely everyone and you seem to always come last and it's the guilt feeling 
about putting yourself first until maybe you've finished with your children, 
which you never finish with your children but you allow yourself a little bit of 
freedom to think all right its my time now but even then you're still responsible 
for them (Sasha/46). 
As shown earlier, the women reported feeling the burden of 'guilt' when they did put 
themselves first. 
(18) Caring, sick children and elder care 
Caring seemed to include everyone but the women themselves including children, sick 
children, husbands, partners and elders. This left very little time for the women to 
devote to themselves, their work and development. Indeed Hartmann (1981) and 
Thorogood (1987) reported that having a male partner than children decreased the time 
available to women. For many, the difficulties of choices in life ultimately depended on 
having children and the limitations of child care, especially for school age children. 
'I could get out to work with the children but I wouldn't like it because of 
having to leave them, so really I've not got that much choice. With the school 
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holidays especially it's very hard, if 1 got a job it would have to be one within 
the education because of the school hours' (Shaz/38). 
'1 can't see how 1 can go to work, not so bad at school times but in the holidays 
what can 1 do, l'm.stuck in the holidays' (Pauline/42). 
Of the women with children, when asked who was responsible for childcare the 
resounding answer was 'me '. When the same question was explored in relation to 
illness, or when the mother was out at work, with one exception, it was either the 
respondent's mother or another female relative, often the mother-in-law, who looked 
after the children. In one case, a woman on kidney dialysis, still had the entire 
responsibility for caring for their disabled child. The exception was a husband who had 
not worked for several years through his depression. 
"My husband is at home; basically he doesn't do a lot. He spent four years 
sitting in a corner, not answering the door" (Heather/44). 
He was unable to do anything extra in the house other than 'be there' for the child, 
simply because the nature of his illness meant he never went out, whereas the mother 
said that when she was working at home she also looked after the child, did the 
housework and cooked meals. Other women described how they took the kind of jobs 
that 'fitted in' with working hours, like bar work, so the children would be cared for by 
the husband during the evening. 
'1 never really worked where 1 had to leave the children. So like if 1 did the 
Avon they came with me or 1 did it at night, the same with the pub job. 1 did the 
child minding and the 'phoning, there was never a time when my husband 
would' (Amelia/43 - now divorced). 
Looking after young children during the evening is arguably a less demanding task, 
compared with looking after children during the day, rather more like babysitting. In 
some cases, where work allowed, they took their children with them. Often women 
worked out child care arrangements by 'taking turns' with friends. 
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'When I started at Fosters Ijust worked part-time and me and my friend used to 
take it in turns' (ArueIiaJ43). 
'Mostly it was myself to begin with when he was very young and I would look 
after him if he'd got a temperature. If he was just sort of recovering from an 
illness then my husband would take him up to my mother-in-law's and he would 
stay there all day' (Andi/42). 
'When I was doing supply teaching and so on they had various, (arrangements 
for childcare) went to a child minders and they were in nursery, play school 
where you could opt to be therefull time' (Eileenl44). 
A range of child care arrangements were used from nannies to babysitters, childminders 
and nurseries but mothers and mother-in-laws were the most likely following the natural 
mother, as the most sought-after person for providing childcare. Such preferences were 
made on the basis that they could do it; they were more readily available, willing and 
free. Grandmothers undertook child-care duties for 'love'. 
'If they were ill I took them to either my Mum's or my husbands Mum' 
(Rosy/50). 
Typical child care arrangements utilised the maternal or paternal grandmother if the 
children were ill, the father was always the last consideration. Yeandle (1996) has 
illustrated the context in which family arrangements for work, care and support develop. 
She described ways in which the focus is on the negotiated and historical development 
of relationships within families for understanding the ways in which work and care are 
distributed amongst family members. Land (1991) has discussed women's time as an 
invisible item in household and national accounting procedures. The reason why men 
do not do women's work and women do the caring is a perennial issue. Women 
generally tend to have different priorities from men and this is consistent with men 
being in charge of organizations (Grimwood and Popplestone, 1993). Child care, or lack 
of child care, remains a serious issue for women in terms of equal opportunities. 
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,Women seem compelled to cater to the needs of others rather than devoting themselves 
to their own careers and they need child care: 
'I'd like to see more done, more provision of child care, afier school care, more 
part-time or job-sharing posts, more personal involvement (from employers 
initiative measures). (Rosjke/38). 
There were some serious cases of mothers dealing with extremely ill or disabled 
children. For example, the story below recounts the complexity of arrangements for one 
lone mother whose daughter was seriously ill: 
'Well she's got epilepsy, as well as cerebral palsy, learning difficulties and she's 
got eye problems, so it can be the eye hospital, the infirmary. She's had brain 
scans and I've taken her to a cranial osteopath for several sessions, this has 
been on-going in the last few years. That I can fit around what I do because my 
voluntary work is fairly flexible. I can be letting people down if I can't do 
something but it's not the same as 'phoning an employer and then you might 
have your pay docked or whatever. I've sort of managed, I can organise my 
week a week at a time, nothing's set. I can alter things for the next week if I 
need to' (Roberta/44). 
In terms of Childcare issues were flagged up for the programme: 
'The faults were it was a bad time coming up to Christmas, the hours didn't fit. I 
would have preferred a later start because I had to take children to school, that 
must have affected a lot of people coming out of town such as me but there again 
you get other people, there'd be a lot more information on job-wise, details. I 
think we touched on an awful lot so we had a little bit of knowledge about an 
awfollot. Maybe afollow up course' (Amelia/43). 
Given that many of the respondents were relatively young and most were in their thirties 
and forties, it was not surprising that the majority did not have elderly or sick relatives. 
However, those who did, had caring responsibilities. They took on extra work ranging 
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from fairly casual and low level help described as 'occasional visits' and 'popping in' to 
fairly arduous and time consuming tasks. One woman's mother had Alzheimer's at a 
severe stage: 
'My Mum. It's very difficult; she doesn't know where she is from one day to the 
next. It puts enormous stress on my step-Dad which puts enormous stress on me. 
She doesn't know where she is, she couldn't be left on her own, and it's difficult. 
You know you'll be sitting next to her and she'll say I never see Lucy, and you're 
sitting there talking to her' (Lucy/42). 
Another respondent's mother had Parkinson's disease. Both these daughters took on the 
caring. The consequences of this for these women were to fulfil unexpected caring 
duties and demonstrated the extent of compulsory altruism (Land, 1985) which morally 
leaves little room for women to make choices. There were also more general ageing 
problems associated with the elderly such as the father who would insist on smoking in 
his daughter's house, despite her appeals to him not to because she had asthma. 
'I used to care for my Dad when my Mum died. I had him for eight years but it 
got a bit too much because Ifelt that the house wasn't mine and he smoked a lot 
and every time I told him not to smoke in the house he still had a crafty smoke 
which didn't do my asthma any good. So he went to live with my sister for two 
years. She didn't look after him and she used to steal money from him so came 
back to me for about three weeks ago just while the Social Services found him a 
residential home and that's where he is now and he loves it. I have him out here 
every Monday with me in the day and then I go and see him every Thursday for 
an hour or so, so its worked out well' (Jane/37). 
(19) Working Mothers and "Non-Working" Mothers 
For the most part, the women clearly wanted to go out to work but not necessarily on the 
terms imposed by modern work organizations and male models of career. Some women 
found it quite hard having to readjust to work following a career break. Whilst at home, 
time and pace have been set by themselves, so changing to fixed hours and working to a 
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boss was not something many relished. At home they were able to control themselves 
and how they spent their time and structured their day and 'be their own boss' and deal 
with all the responsibilities they have in their own way. There was also concern 
expressed about pressure from society to 'make' mothers go back to work and yet they 
were working at home in raising their children. In some cases the kind of work that had 
to be done was complex with much juggling of transport arrangements. Much of the 
work they could do to fit in with children was dull and repetitive given their 
qualifications and training. It was therefore not surprising that some would wish to limit 
the time spent in such jobs. 
'Oh I want to go out to work. I don't like 12 hours I'm too much on my own and 
I don't particularly want to workfitll time. About 20 hours isfine' (AmeJia/43). 
'I'd like to go out to work at the moment, after this course and go into teaching 
TESL' (Fiza/25). 
'I enjoy it overall its quite a strain working fitll time and having a family. I've 
been backfull timefor 15 months' (Eileenl44). 
'I like going out to work. I've never had a break in my life so it's just a natural 
thingfor me to do' (Andrea/48). 
'Where I am now I'm not happy with the job but I'm glad I'm there. I'm glad I 
can do it because it suits the hours for the children. I would like to do a normal 
9 - 5 but its child care again' 01 eronica/30). 
There was evidence of conflict with the maternal role and also due to social 
expectations. 
'I would like to work but I want to be there for my children in the holidays and I 
don't want it to affect the quality of life to such an extent that they are suffering 
because I am so stressed by trying to do everything that I haven't got time' 
(Sasha/46). 
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There was some confusion expressed between wanting to be at work and needing to be 
at work for the money and enjoying it for the social aspects of work but also a weariness 
with the routine. 
'I hate it; I wish I could just have the money and not have to go. I hate it until 
I'm there and then its OK, I suppose I'm fed up with the place really I mean I 
enjoy doing it but I enjoy other things far more' (Shaz/38). 
What sometimes seemed to emerge was. a reluctance to 'let go'. This was quite typical 
of the woman who has spent many years devoted to child-rearing. So whilst they 
wanted to go out to work there was still a resistance borne from their devotional duty to 
raising their children by themselves. Some were actively seeking to choose part-time 
work which fitted in with the children and to put the children first. There was concern 
amongst some women about how they would be perceived by others in tenns of being 
respected if they did not go out to do paid market work: 
'Not much respect from people, especially those who think staying at home 
means being unproductive or vegetating' (Rosjke/38). 
Roberta articulated the feelings of many when she described her ambivalence about 
going out to work. One aspect of her narrative showed how often there is no fmancial 
gain for women because benefits are reduced. 
'Ambivalent, I've given it an awful lot of thought because it's constantly being 
thrown in my face and I don't feel I have the excuse of having young children 
any more but I've decidedfor me I can't see any benefit that I would gain, except 
possibly a small amount of respect from people who respect the fact that you're 
in paid employment as opposed to doing voluntary employment. I don't think I'd 
gain financially, not in the short term. I don't think I'd gain in status and self-
esteem because I feel my status and self-esteem comes from a conglomerate of 
things and it's being a mother, quite successfol single-parent mother gives me a 
feeling of self-esteem and the fact that I've got a degree it definitely gave me 
something, it really makes me feel, you know I'm on a par with people, nobody 
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can put me down in the intelligence stakes or the academic stakes, I've proved 
that for me and I think I've proved that partially because my mother said all 
those years you've spent frittering around, your brain will go and I've proved 
her wrong, you know, really wrong, I enjoy that (laughs)' (Robertal44). 
The other aspect of Roberta's story is the extent to which she was typical of mature 
women who still seek the approval of their mothers. This has been described as "a 
vicious cycle: insecurity and a sense of inadequacy which intensify our need for 
mother's approval and our belief that she generally disapproves of us; we get angry and 
become hypercritical of her, and our self-respect plummets even more because our 
interactions are angry and painfol. We become less and less the women we really want 
to be" (Caplan, 2000:27). There is a view that until and unless sexism is eradicated 
most women will continue to lack confidence which makes gaining a mother's approval 
especially important to women. 
(20) Stress, Fear and Loss of Confidence 
Confidence was a universal issue for almost all of the women. Prior to coming on the 
course and in attending the course. Many of the women expressed they lacked self-
esteem and the opportunity to grown in confidence was a motivator. In interviewing the 
women it was frequently cited as a key feature for these women and one of their main 
reasons for attending the programme. It was sometimes expressed as lack of self-esteem 
or as self-doubt. Shaz had been recently widowed and gone through a turbulent time 
because her husband had committed suicide and she was raising four children alone. 
She gave a fulsome and frank account of her feelings. 
'Things have just been in a mist for the past six months and things are just 
coming out. I suppose loneliness is one big factor for me. I had a bad day 
yesterday. Money, lack of it, those sort of things. It was a very volatile 
relationship and I'd left him three or four times in the past and just before we 
left this time I'd been planning to leave about two weeks beforehand, something 
happened, I said I'm not coming back, less than a week later he tried to hang 
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himself. I didn't get in touch with him and a week later he committed suicide 
anyway. In December, beginning of December. I don't miss him, actually it 
sounds wicked to say but I just didn't love him anymore. It was really bad when 
we were together. We've all said how nice it is at home at the moment, how 
peacefol. What I miss is adult company, somebody for me to talk to or to moan 
at just to listen to me. My life consists of worrying about children's problems 
and what they want to do and when they're going to be in. Its all them, I'm sick 
of it at the moment. I want somebody for me, but I haven't got anybody and 
that's slowly sinking in at the moment and I turn to food which is making things 
worse. You've caught me at a bad time, I don't know whether its PMT or what I 
seem to be eyeing up every man as a potential partner and in the next breath 
being frightened to death, I've no confidence in myself, it'll be a number of years 
yet before I've got time to go out. I know a lot of women, a lot of my thoughts 
are first and foremost for the children before I can think of myself, my youngest 
has got to be a lot older before I can think of going out to work. I suppose I'd 
like a social life. Everything seems scary at the moment '. (Shaz/38). 
Weldon (1996) has articulated the notion of 'wicked women' but despite Shaz's own 
self description she was merely honest about her lot and more in need of support to 
continue to build her confidence. There were several themes in Shaz's life story, a 
woman in poverty, a reliance on men, financial dependency. Shaz was a lone and lonely 
widow on benefit who typified the plight of many women with children struggling to 
make ends meet whilst at the same time seeking to claim a social life for herself and 
who sought solace in food. She was not self-confident. 
(21) Money and Finances 
When asked about their chief problems, a lack of money and other problems about 
fmance were the cause of most of the issues for the women and this was also borne out 
in the quantitative data in Chapter 8. 
'I suppose money causes me the most problems, it's been a major problem for 
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me latterly. I think it can restrict what one can do because I feel I do have to go 
out to work to earn money' (AndreaI48). 
'I'm probably least happy about my profile (in the organisation) I suppose and 
my salary' (Andi/42). 
'Lack offinances I would say, off the top of my head' (Phyllis/58). 
'Money, lack of it , (June/35). 
Bradshaw et al (2003) have found that one dimension of gender and poverty is the 
impact of poverty on women's physical and mental health. There is evidence of a triple 
bind, women do not have access to a fair share of household resources, and when they 
do, they spend it on their children rather than themselves and they have responsibility 
for managing the money and the debts (Parker, 1992). The feminization of poverty has 
now been demonstrated and officially poor women have now become visible (Graham 
and Popay, 1989; Scott, 1984). Worldwide trends of women and work also show the 
rise in women's employment has been the overlap of a greater choices open to women 
and thus yet more pressure on them to provide maintenance or ensure the survival of 
their families (Bullock, 1994: 16). In a report entitled 'Women and Men talking about 
Poverty', 'poverty' was found to be a stigmatizing term and the groups studied preferred 
the use of the term 'living on a low income'. The same report found it was especially 
women who felt confmed to the home and who were denied participation in cultural 
pursuits and pastimes. The women who were mothers wanted employment but felt 
opportunities were limited to low paid low status work and their main concern was the 
need for low cost childcare which would improve their access to employment and 
training (Yeandle et ai, 2003). 
Issues around finance were important for the women but sometimes problems arose as a 
result of mis-management by their partners. For example, Rosy/50 described how her 
husband had made the mistake of lending a large sum of money to someone who 
subsequently went bankrupt. Ultimately, the effect for Rosy and her family was to be 
rendered homeless. Her family was forced to go and live with Rosy's mother for five 
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months whilst waiting for council accommodation. Rosy is still recovering financially 
from the experience. Her subsequent personal consequences have been tragic. She 
poignantly described how her husband seemed to lose interest in their relationship to the 
point where she said she once 'begged him' to make love to her. She described how 
within a short time he had left her for another woman. In a few short months she had 
lost her home, 'come down in the world' and lost her man as well. 
"I was left with a big mortgage I didn't want to rock the boat 'cos I didn't want 
him to say oh in that case we'll sell the house and split it 'cos at least I'd got a 
roof over my head. He went offwith another lady, much to our surprise, we 
didn't know anything about it, we came home one night, I was getting the tea, he 
said 'well I'm offnow'. I said 'where are going?' He said 'I'm leaving, there's 
no other way of telling you, I'm leaving' and he'd been home that afternoon and 
packed all his bags and everything. Although he was out quite a bit, you sort of 
have that niggling feeling in the back of your mind and you think, no, I would 
have noticed. More money-wise I think than anything [caused trauma] 'cos I 
thought if he's going to do something like this I don't want him back, I could 
never trust him again. I mean there hadn't been any sexual relations there for a 
while. I think I blame that somewhat on the bankruptcy. We were both 
traumatized by that and I know this is confidential so I'll tell you, I had to beg 
him to make love to me once and I vowed I'd never do it again, and I didn't, I 
didn't ask him after that and he didn't want to bother so that's how it ended up 
and the longer it goes on you can't sort of bring it up again. You can't say now 
what's going on here, why aren't we making love like other people, you don't 
know how to bring the subject up, so you just accept it and that's how it's going 
to be" (Rosy/50). 
(22) Superwoman syndrome - trying to be perfect 
Some of the women set themselves high aims. A desire of aspirations to perfection 
were expressed. 
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'Probably my expectations, that is, I think I want to be peifect and I try and 
push myself to be a peifectionist. I want to do everything as well as I can and if 
I spend half a day at work· and not really achieving anything, I get really 
irritated with myself by the end of the day and think I've wasted time '. (Sam!31). 
There have been non-academic writers, notably Conran (1977), Ditzler (1994) and 
Horlick (1988) who have written about the expectations on women to be 'superwomen'. 
The question surrounding whether women can really 'have it all' appears not to be asked 
of men. This is linked into a similar debate as to whether or not women know what they 
want (Abdela, 1994; Jong, 1995; Eichenbaum and Orbach, 1982, 1990). 
(23) Voluntary work/other work 
There was a variety of voluntary and unpaid work reported ranging from small to 
massive contributions as follows: 
1 work as a volunteer at an Aids Support Services (ASS) and I do a range of 
work there, so it's interesting because I'm not doing one thing all of the time. 
And I'm a volunteer member for the WEA so quite often I'm asked to do things 
just whatever and until recently I was doing a newsletter for the WEA but I'm the· 
social secretary and I organise social events and then the Chairperson for the 
parents group at the girls school and as well as LASS, I work for WHIP which is 
Women's Health in Prostitution and that's about it at the moment. I'm always 
open to new and different things. It varies through the week. Some weeks it 
really does vary, I added it up thinking if I got paid for this would it qualifY me 
for family credit and on a busy week to see whether its 16 hours plus and ifit yes 
it can be around 16 hours a week but there's all the traveling. I do respite care 
and it can take me an hour on the bus and an hour back. For ASS, people dying 
of AIDS related conditions. It's not like Buddies where you befriend a person 
and socialise with them. Its where you look after them if they get temporarily 
poorly with pneumonia or something or because they're dying and they've only 
got a few weeks and basically if you're going to be at home you need people 
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there all the time for company and to do little jobs in the house and that's what I 
do, I've done it four times .. and when I go I can leave it behind but then there's a 
few funerals, that's another aspect of it all, you end up going to a few funerals 
(Roberta/44). 
Roberta's narrative represented a huge commitment to voluntary work bearing in mind 
she had four children too, one of whom was severely disabled. This can be compared to 
others, for example: 
I didjust do a collection, pushing envelopes through the door (Amelia/43). 
I have done some in the school, teaching, just helping children with their 
English and a bit with maths as well and any odd problems you know generally 
helping out (Fiza/25). 
(24) Choice on whether to 'go out to work' 
The table below represents the responses of the women who considered whether or not 
they had the choice to 'go out to work'. The stratified results are included 
(Appendix J). Forty-five (45%) strongly agreed or agreed that they did have a choice. 
However, forty-five (45%) strongly agreed or disagreed that they had no choice as to 
whether or not to go out to work and most typically qualified their answers on the basis 
of financial considerations. 
Table 9.2 Choice on whether to 'go out to work' 
Choice to go 'out to work' Actuals % 
Strongly Agree 8 (14%) 
Agree 18 (31%) 
Neutral 6 (10%) 
Disagree 10 (17%) 
Strongly Disagree 16 (28%) 
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1(100%) 
What came through most strongly was the need to work for the money, typically: 
'No, [don't have a choice. [have to workfor the money. So strongly disagree 
with that' (AmeJia/43). 
'[ need the money to live' (Joan/52). 
'Formerly, but not now. Strongly disagree, [don't have a choice because of the 
nature of my husband's work' (Andrea/48). 
Those who felt they did have a choice cited other reasons such as family encouragement 
or no pressure to work. 
'Yes [ think [ personally do have a choice, so agree. Everybody in my family 
encourages me to do a course so [ can at least have a choice to work if [wish to. 
If [ didn't they still want me to have an education, have that choice to fall back 
on even if you stay at home and become a mother' (Fiza/29). 
'[ agree because [ have no pressure from my partner to work [work because [ 
want to work and also to help the financial situation out' (Sasha/28). 
'Agree, there's no pressure from my partner to work and we could with some 
adjustments to the way we live, manage' (Eileenl44). 
Other considerations included personal need such as the enjoyment to be gained and the 
challenge and stimulation that 'going out to work' provides. 
Roberta was just waiting to be 'recognised' .... 
'[ am ready to go back. Just waiting to be recognised by employers. it is 
possible [ could workfrom home' (Roberta/44). 
On re-reading this statement I realised that for Roberta she would have a long wait if she 
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thought that somehow employers would recognise her talents. It may have been said in 
a naive way but this is one of the key messages that personal development courses can 
deliver. The reality is that jobs or education still have to be sought at an individual 
initiative level. Women on personal development courses do learn about the positive 
and necessary aspects of self-promotion. There were many positive attributes placed on 
their desire to go out to work. They wanted to meet other people, keep developing, be 
stretched, face challenges, complete tasks and make a contribution. 
'[ enjoy it, obviously the money paying for extras, need it for sanity reasons. [ 
don't think I'm the type that could stay at home full time, [love the children very 
much but [ don't think [ could stand to be all day with them, I need a job' 
(Joy/32) 
'I enjoy it, [ enjoy it a lot. [would ideally like a job that is a bit more mentally 
challenging but because I'm not qualified for anything people are a bit wary of 
employing somebody without qualifications' (Jane/37). 
'I'd be quite happy to go out to work now but [would like the hours to suit my 
children. [wouldn't like to go out, say in the holidays, [wouldn't want them to 
be on their own' 01 eronica/30) 
(25) Choices On 'life' in general 
When discussing life choices in general, half the women said that they had exercised 
choice in life overall but sometimes contradictions emerged. A few expressed that they 
had made some bad decisions in life. Overall choice in life was a little more mixed and 
dependent on many factors apparently outside of the individual woman's control 
including pressure from outside influence,. husbands and parents: 
Table 9.3 Choices on 'life' in general 
Choice on life' Actuals Percentage (rounded) 
Strongly agree 6 11 
Agree 29 50 
·215 -
Neutral 2 4 
Disagree 17 30 
Strongly disagree 3 5 
N 58 100 
'To a great extent you're the author of your own destiny but you do also have 
these outside influences that you cannot control, so what would that be, how 
would you term that? Yes, I have certain choices but then there's the outside 
things that make me have to fit in' (Amelia/43). 
1 agree because I have chosen even under extreme pressure for a long time 
eventually to take decisions which have led me in or out of the things that have 
or haven't been right for me. So I would say throughout my life I have made 
many choices yeah. (Sasha/46). 
'I've never been under pressure from my family or from my partner to take any 
particular job or fulfil any particular role' (Eileen/44). 
'Yes I would still choose to go out to work because I haven't got a family. In a 
way I'd prefer to have afoll time job' (Andrea/48). 
Another said how she made a choice to leave her husband with subsequent positive 
results: 
'I exercised the choice of staying in an unhappy marriage or leading an 
independent life. Since that time life is foil of choices' (Winifred/36). 
and in terms of relationships .... 
'Two very bad marriages where I believed marriage was for life and stuck them 
out but in the end I realised I had choice and I chose to leave both of them' 
(Sasha/46). 
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'Whilst I was married to my husband, Jor twenty one years, I did not exercise 
choice in my life because he was very dominant' (Clara/49). 
One woman said she made the choice of marrying her husband but then had to follow 
him in his job: 
fourteen houses inJifteen years' (Heather/44). 
Repeatedly, the theme of what choices were available to them as women was aired. 
'there's been a lot oJ instances where I realise now I have made decisions, I've 
chosen. I think once you realise you've got choice it's a very valuable lesson to 
you, you know you can choose, I think that's a big area, especially Jor women' 
(Sasha/46). 
The majority of the women said they would have made different choices if they had 
their time over again. Examples covered a wide spectrum of interest from gaining an 
education and planning ahead, to travelling more, using their musical talents, working 
abroad, attending Art college, marketing and joining the army and especially not 
marrying their husbands. Some choices did not seem like genuinely independent 
choices because they still deferred to husbands and partners in their language use. Dale 
Spender (1999) has argued that it is through patriarchal language much of women's 
subordination is structured as have others (Doyle, 1995). Several of the women said 
they would like to have done things differently. They described the kind of careers they 
would have liked to follow as distinct from doing 'jobs' and they tended to be more 
ambitious in scope. 
(26) Career choice - none, chance, luck, clear choice 
Some unfortunate decisions were made at school sometimes due to gendered advice and 
sometimes due to availability of courses, for example: 
'I was actually more interested in sciences and I did arts' (Eileenl44). 
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The relationship of women to science has been explored. There is still a mystique 
attached to women and science and an expectation that women will fInd it hard to 
understand and women have been kept from full participation in science (Kirkup and 
Keller (1992). 
Sasha exemplified a common feeling of ignorance about what she could or could not do 
and what she thought she was allowed to do, growing up as a girl: 
'all I thought I could do was be a hairdresser, a nurse or go into an office' 
(Sasha/46). 
Such limited expectations of girls growing up in the fifties have been documented 
(Heron, 1985). Many responses determined they had no choice whatsoever and took the 
first job that came along. Their choices were concentrated on the short term imperative 
of 'getting a job '. This could be said to correspond to Sartre's (1989) notion of 'bad 
faith' as described in Chapter 3. De Beauvoir (1949), on the other hand found that 
women were in situations which limited their ability to be free to choose. For her, such 
existential choice exists only in relation to the freedom of others. Other responses 
showed how early career rather than involving any planning for the future and much was 
left to chance or luck. Another woman who managed a grocery store lived above the 
shop so that she could look after her baby as well as work which illustrated again a 
prime responsibility for caring. Responses generally showed a serious lack of career 
planning, a negativity of approach and uncertainty. Moreover, gender differences have 
been found which relate to self-esteem, expectations and goals in predicting career 
planning (Lent and Hackett, 1996). Women's mid-life employment has shown that 
women's labour force participation rate declines steeply in the 15 years preceding state 
pensionable age, in spite of their generally lacking childcare responsibilities at this time. 
For women in their forties, household circumstances had a greater effect than human 
capital but in their fifties women's own attributes were the major influence on 
employment participation. Employment in the latter part of their working life is more 
important than men's in view of women's typically interrupted employment history and 
reduced pension entitlements (Ginn and Arber, 1995). 
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Some of the women however, were clear about career choice. In "Diversity and 
Women's Career Development" (Farmer, 1997) the question was asked 'how do women 
make career choices?' (Brown and Brooks, 1996) compared to men. A variety of 
perspectives were studied and analysed providing insight on women's life choices and 
the differences between men and women and ethnic and socioeconomic groups using a 
social learning theoretical framework. The reasons why the women had chosen the jobs 
they did when they first started to work emerged. Most had tended to take the first job 
on offer after completing their full-time education. They had either taken the view that 
jobs were plentiful or that nothing else was available. One had positively sought to 
capitalize on her strengths to gain a job she was suited for, for example, 
"working with figures" 
. and therefore set about choosing her career. As did a fashion designer, who confidently 
asserted: 
"It's what I wanted to do and trained for" (Elspeth/38). 
Such women were quite clear about their choices, where they were heading, what they 
wanted to do and to achieve which represented social class and training already gained. 
(27) Choices made by others 
One Asian woman, FizaJ25, explained that her parents made decisions on her behalf. 
Whether it was mothers, husbands, fathers or partners, there was a strong sense of 
control being exerted over most of the women interviewed. This became a repeated 
emergent theme. 
'Lots of time parents have made decisions. About my personal life I can make 
most deCisions, some major ones, most parents have taken decisions. Schooling, 
education I couldn't really go outside" (Fiza/25). 
If others are making choices on the women's behalf, then the women cannot of course 
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be said to be making choices themselves. The women talked about what they had 
sought from enrolling on a personal development course. The most common theme 
repeated time and again by the women was their lack of confidence. Virtually all the 
women cited a lack of confidence as inhibiting them in their lives. Phyllis provided a 
typical response: 
'I've probably had to take job-wise what I could get and I never had a lot of 
confidence, so I never probably aimed as high as I should have aimed and I 
probably didn't make choices' (Phyllis/56). 
Others did not know what they wanted to do and were searching for direction. 
'Wanted some kind offocus. I wasn't sure just what I wanted to do' (June/35). 
For returners going back into the world having spent time with children was the key 
driver: 
'I'd been at home with children all the time and it seemed it might be a gateway 
to going out into the world' (Pauline/42). 
The data provided evidence of expressions of fear and loss of confidence: 
'Frightened, but there's differences (with voluntary work). I'm not getting paid 
for doing it and that makes a difference, I think, to how I feel, I probably feel, 
deep down, I know I feel, I know I'm quite competent but I'm not, I think its to do 
with being made redundant, I've lost a lot of confidence' (Danuta/44). 
This aspect of the Cinderella Complex and women's fear of independence was 
discussed (Dowling, 1982). 
(28) Education, qualifications and returning to learning 
Previous discussion has shown the importance of the link between educational 
achievement and success in work. For some of the women there seemed to be no such 
serious connections made. Some did not appear fully cognizant of the potential for 
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career progression through qualifications. Many had entered into education as passive 
recipients because of their own low expectations for themselves in terms of career and 
exhibited a 'poverty of aspiration'. Pollert (1981) has shown the progression of girls to 
wives and factory lives. Some, sadly and perhaps inevitably blamed their mothers. 
Many women were negatively affected by being labelled as a failure if they had not 
passed the 11 plus examination. 
'She (mother) never agreed in educating girls. ] wanted to be a designer and 
did ask to go on a design course but she said no, so] went into a factory. ] mean 
really you were written off at 11 if you didn't pass your 11 plus' (Amelia/43). 
Yet, virtually all of the women who had failed to match their own considered promise 
educationally, were embarking on courses of study either for interest, the fun of doing it 
or because they wanted to learn. They still did not seem to express serious career 
progression objectives. For example, Jane/37 was an evening domestic at a general 
hospital who liked going out to work but felt she could not improve her job prospects 
due to her lack of qualifications: 
'] enjoy it a lot. ] would ideally like a job that is a bit more mentally challenging 
but because I'm not qualified for anything people are a bit wary of employing 
somebody without qualifications' (Jane/37). 
'I'm just commencing an Open University diploma in French which] would like 
to carry on to degree level. I'm starting it at half credit level this year because of 
time and the children, lots of juggling , (Joy/32). 
'] honestly haven't decided. ] did at one time want to do a psychology degree. ] 
actually did an A level psychology course and changed my mind after that, 
although] enjoyed the course] wasn't sure] wanted to do any more. ] would 
like to learn about so many different things I'd quite like to do an DU science 
course' (Eileenl44). 
- 221 -
There seemed to be many women who had embarked upon A levels and pursued them 
successfully only to end up not putting them to use in career terms (for discussion on 
girls and occupational choice, see Holland, 1988). This was partly attributable to 
women taking second chances to learn. It could be said their motivations lay in the 
pleasure of learning but it was also indicative of a lack of linking education and career 
planning. The ESF rules were designed to relieve unemployment so there was a clear 
link between doing courses for the government or ESF gender as distinct from what the 
women actually wanted. For one woman even having qualifications did not seem to help 
her career: 
'I have 8 0 levels, 5 A levels, a BEd and an MSc and various vocational courses, 
I did 6 months retraining with computers as a systems analyst' (Heather/44). 
Despite Heather's qualifications and her experience, she was in a precarious position 
job-wise. She had lost favour with her line manager but also she was vulnerable 
because she was working on a short-term contract basis. The problems of careers for 
women in Higher Education have been discussed (David and Woodward, 1998). The 
gender impact of local government and compulsory competitive tendering has been 
found to work against part-time women (EOC, 1995). 
'I wanted a lever into forther education Jor myself'" (Andrea/48). 
'I left school at 16 but I never went to school much Jar the last year because it 
changedJrom all girls to a mixed and Iwasn 't too keen on that' (Jane/37). 
'I could still write stories but if I want a career in journalism it's back to the 
drawing board to do A levels and then I wonder with your age, how many 
opportunities you'd have' (Lucy/42). 
In some cases these women have misinformation about education that they may have 
absorbed and carried with them almost as an 'inner dialogue' of fact that they 
misunderstood something. For exarnple, Andrea was keen to try and gain a degree but 
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she had been hampered because she could not get maths GCSE and she had thought it 
was essential to have this GCSE maths in order to qualify for doing any degree. 
That's my main burning ambition to get a degree. I found it very interesting. 
It's nice to actually tell somebody about how you feel sometimes 'cos I can't 
really tell anybody else myfeelings. In the book there's a place to put your 
secrets but I don't think that's the place, it could be so revealing, although I 
know what I have in my head' (Andreal48). 
It was not uncommon for women to attend college to encourage their offspring, improve 
their motivation and to improve their results. Rosy provided this example: 
My son, when he left school he didn't get a very good grade in his maths and it 
was my favourite subject at school, so I said, look I'll come with you, we'll do it 
together and you may get a better grade than you did before, he packed it in and 
I carried on and that's where it started and I thought, I've got one, I'll get 
another (Rosy/50). 
(29) Funding Issues/Structure, Institution and Power 
We have seen earlier (Chapters 4 and 5) how individuals are affected by government 
decisions, institutional decisions, funding policies and organizational power. Sam 
provided her own analysis of her personal career insecurity. 
'We were told that the University was turned down for fonding which leaves me 
with a bit of a hole in my job so I'd got to think about where I wanted to go and 
what I wanted to do and wanted. The programme, it came up at the right time, 
when I was thinking about where I was going to go but I also hoped it would 
give me a bit of space to do the thinking in. I'm sure there was a small part of 
me that wanted the answer. I wanted to go on a four day course and come out 
the other end knOWing what I wanted to do with the rest of my life; no course is 
going to do that. I still don't know what career I want but at least I've got more 
ideas' (Sarn/31). 
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(30) Taking Responsibility 
For some women making the transition to taking responsibility for themselves was quite 
a challenge. It may be that for those who had not had any education since their school 
days, they were expecting to be guided and 'pushed' more than was actually the case. 
Adopting a mature self-guided learning approach was a new concept for many of the 
women: 
'I think in a way the most important thing was I didn't take as much 
responsibility as I could on the course about doing my work and I think that's 
partly what the course was about. It left it up to you to take responsibility but 
it's such a fine balance if you're not pushed enough' (Mandy/28). 
It was notable that the discussions relating to the future were not always perceived on an 
individual basis. For example, some women considered it as part of a larger picture of 
the world order seeking 'peace'. Spender (1985, 1999) has shown how PhyIIis Chesler 
got to the heart of the problem by what society held to be a mentally sick man, that is 
someone who was dependent, passive, lacking in initiative and in need of support is 
precisely that which society held to be a healthy woman. PhyIIis Chesler regarded that 
patriarchal society had prided itself on rationality and claimed this rationality as the 
prerogative of man. It follows therefore that the irrational and emotional is thus 
allocated to women. 
(31) Concluding the Interviews 
I have described in the Method Chapter (7) and the Reflective Chapter (11) the 
phenomenon of interviews continuing after the official close. In one case in particular a 
woman went on to describe at great length details of the affair she was conducting. It 
occurred to me that she had probably been keen to tell me about it but had not been 
prepared to commit the details to tape. It was a useful reminder of the formality of 
conducting an interview. Below are some extracts of the comments noted when the 
formal interview was finished. 
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'Is that it? that wasn't very painfUl, so what are you doing now?' 
(Amelia/43). 
'I wasn't quite sure, I knew your PhD was about women's interests' (Fiza/25). 
Fiza was quite shy and quietly spoken and gave short sometimes monosyllabic answers. 
The moment the tape was turned off she then enthusiastically told me all about her trip 
to Pakistan and wouldn't stop talking. She chatted away almost like a different person. 
This was a methodological concern but she was the only one where this happened. The 
women were interested in what I was doing and therefore it felt more of a reciprocal 
process. In some ways a lack of confidence and their desire to please was apparent. 
They sought reassurance that they were 'all right' and doing what I needed. 
Significantly, many referred to the interview being 'painless '. This did make me 
wonder what on earth they had been expecting. Women's development courses quickly 
lead to socialising. Many of the women's courses I've run over the years still meet 
together in their social groups and as well as general networking they also act as 
confidantes for one another. 
'Yes, we've got a good thing going, we're meetingfor lunch tomorrow and also a 
lot of them are really opening up on their problems' (Andrea/48). 
'although I don't always talk about things that go on in our life, she knows what 
he's like and I can always sound off 'cos I think it's coming out in this course 
and also from experience ... women seem to have developed their careers by 
being divorced and a new freedom that they didn't have when you were stuck 
within a marriage, that's becoming quite apparent in the course' (Andrea/48). 
(32) Wasted TalentiWasted Opportunity 
The genuine sadness of some of their stories was sometimes quite overwhelming. 
I do look back and see forty-three years of wasted life, instead of doing anything 
to please me, I pleased everybody else and ended up nobody was really pleased 
(Amelia/43). 
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The women of the study sometimes felt so disempowered as they simply did not please 
themselves. The interpretation on Amelia, for example, was that she had done what she 
thought was the right thing to do. She had been socialised to please others before 
herself, and the net result for her was to be left sad, alone and lonely. Amelia had then 
internalized and accepted the 'mother as nurturer' myth which had left her feeling 
empty. Amelia felt she had no choice to do otherwise. Jo/51 poignantly and poetically 
related her own story to a packet of soap leaves: 
"The one thing that always comes to mind is a packet of soap leaves and I had 
that for years and years and I didn't want to use them because they smelt nice 
and Ifound them recently in an old handbag and they'd disintegrated, they were 
no good anymore and I thought what a waste and I feel at times I am wasting so 
much of myself and my qualities. I don't recognize what it is; I cannot accept 
what I've got and listen to me" (Jo/51). 
Success, for the most part, however, was described by the women in terms of personal 
happiness and not in terms of money, riches, role models, celebrity or accomplishment. 
Of more interest, success was not discussed in business or organizational terms by the 
women. This may be due to the fact that the 'returners' nature of the sample would not 
have viewed achievement in this way but could also be attributable to women's 
difference in their views. Amelia/43 described success as happiness and then, sadly, said 
she was not happy: 
'Well you've caught me on the ....... as I said the children are going to 
University next year and nobody needs me, I've got this made redundant feeling. 
/. wasn't happy as a child and I wasn" happy at home. hence the reason I got 
married to possibly the first person that came along of marriageable age. I 
wished I realised I had a choice' (Amelia/43). 
Such expressions echoed Friedan's (1963) analysis ofa women's unhappiness and 
general malaise as the feminine mystique and the 'problem that has no name'. Others 
described success as follows: 
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'Maintaining balance in life, for example, havingfinancial security, family love 
and support, having education, health and happiness' (Rosjke/38) 
'To be reasonably content in all things' (June/35). 
'Peace of mind, happiness, worry-free' (Veronica/30). 
Some women actively chose to leave the 'rat race', through downsizing or side-stepping 
conventional routeways and seeking 'alternative' routes and identities (Green and 
Webb,1997): 
"I'm very into self development. I mix with people who are counsellors and so 
forth, so I go off and do courses and build up my self-confidence. I suppose it 
would be considered new-agey, a bit, you know, I do inner-voice workshops and 
do cranky things like that and do dance workshops. I do loads of things and 
read a lot of self-healing and self assessment and some spiritual books .... I 
usually greet a lot of my female clients or when they leave by hugging them but 
with the men I'm aware of distance and my own professionalism and I'll shake 
their hand. I mean, men still find massage is a sexual thing and the men that 
come to me, they're having to learn something new, that being tactile is 
something that's warm and loving without having a sexual meaning to it" 
(Mandy/28). 
"I shall have a room to be a masseuse and a reflexologist but I shall do my 
astrology course as well and work as a herbalist' (PaulineI42). 
Pauline's expression brought to mind Virginia Woolf's (1929/1992) quest for A Room 
of One's own. Woolflooked ahead to a time when women's creativity will not be 
hampered by poverty or oppression (Woolf, 1992). From the qualitative evidence the 
suggestion was a sense of mourning of past times and a view of the past as 'rose-tinted' 
when women were treated as 'ladies' and where the notion of such treatment was 
connected to good manners; 
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'I liked it when women were treated as women as the gentler sex but now men 
won't stand up on a bus for you or anything like that. I'm not saying that you 
should expect it but it's just nicer and if they hold the door open for you, it's 
polite somehow' (Rosy/50). 
This could be explained as a generational phenomena and might more closely perhaps 
represent the views of some of the more mature women interviewed but also may be 
linked to romantic notions and being steeped in fairy tales and the idea of a handsome 
prince 'saving' the damsel in distress. Dieckmann (1986) has discussed the 
psychological effect of fairy tales. In a discussion on· utopianism of the psyche an idea 
was posited that femininity was a natural quality, subject to checks but tending on its 
course to the idea that these same checks and forms of psychic conflict were the 
outcome of an oppressive social world. The second position being closer to that of 
feminism. The idea of a political identity for feminism (what women require) and that 
of a feminine identity for women (what women are or should be) especially given the 
problems encountered by the latter and by the sometimes too easy celebration of an 
identity among women which glosses over the difference between us (Rose, 1986). 
Women have to spend too much time catering to the needs of others. Similarly, 
'The thing that occupies my thoughts more than anything is relationships within 
the family, my children and T. (Danuta/44) 
'I think my in-laws, not just them on his side of the family; we tend to see them 
more often compared to mine. It's having to go somewhere or do something, for 
example, this weekend we had to go to a wedding which I would rather have not 
gone to but for peace and quite you go and spend two hours at a boring 
wedding. Just little things like that, family more than anything else '. 
(Ursula!31 ). 
It was clear from the data that women are pre-occupied with familial relationships and 
duties in the way they soak up the demands made upon them. There is also 
responsibility for in-laws and keeping families together, sometimes in terms of family 
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honour, for example "izzat" in Asian families. 
In terms of next steps a good example was Amy who had sent a book off to a publishers 
and was waiting to hear from them. 
'Its about a highwayman, it's a children's ghost story and I'm just about to start 
another one which is probably going to be a bit longer. I do a Saturday 
workshop arranged by the City Council, about twelve of us meet, and I've done 
two years at Wellington Street but I'm stopping that now for a little while, 'cos I 
think there's a danger of doing too many courses and not getting down to doing 
the real work' (Amy/36). 
"I loved that time we went round the Newspaper Office, that was really 
fascinating. I haven't told you but actually I went for the journalist NVQ course 
last year and I thought I'd have a go at that. I got as far as the interview but 
they turned me down, they only had twelve places but I thought I might have a 
go at that. It was a new course based at Abbey House, I thought I might have 
done quite well at that but I can see real problems in doing the course and 
actually doing anything with it and I think it actually gave me the feeling doing 
the course that I can make a reasoned reasonable course to carry on what I'm 
doing without actually doing something better or different' (Robertal44). 
'I preferred the more practical aspects, like preparing CVs, computer skills, 
general job market and suggesting avenues where it might be appropriate for 
you to move in. When we actually did the course a lot of it was about what are 
your dreams. I didn't find that terribly relevant because my own view the best 
thing you can do going back into the job market is to get some experience and 
use your transferable skills. In a difficult job market dreams and aspirations are 
a luxury. You have to gear your aspirations to what's available. I might have 
wanted to be a brain surgeon when I was fourteen but with my qualification 
there's no way I could do that (Eileenl43). 
- 229-
Overall, the interviews were happy occasions but when I re-read the transcripts they 
appear rather negative, sad and depressing. Does this really reflect Women Making 
Choices the progranune and women's issues? I think the answer would have to be 
'partly' and the extent to which the interviews reflected a genuine snapshot of the 
women at that time. This, of course, does not mean that there were not many positive 
aspects to these women and their lives. I will now draw together the development of a 
grounded theory of Women Making Choices based on interpretations of the quantitative 
and qualitative data collected. It will discuss the emerging findings and relate to 
existing theory. 
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Chapter 10 
Development of a Grounded Theory of Women Making Choices: discussion of 
emerging findings relating to existing theory, reporting and analysis of the 
quantitative and qualitative data 
The following will now build a theory of Women Making Choices. The theory is based 
on data grounded in the study against each of the twelve propositions integrated with the 
thirty-two emerging themes. This is further supported by the Appendices and literature 
as evidenced in the References section. Within this chapter the theory emerging will be 
tested with the production of evidence from the women of the study (as shown in 
Chapter 9) and supported from the literature as to whether the propositions are proven or 
otherwise. Comments will link into and draw from previous chapters especially the 
methodology in Chapter 7, the quantitative data in Chapter 8 and the qualitative data in 
Chapter 9. Brief quotations have again been included from some of the women 
immediately after re-stating the propositions. These quotations merely provide a flavour 
of the issues, more quotations have purposely not been included from the women as this 
would be repetitive and potentially duplicate Chapter 9. The fmdings from Chapters 8 
and 9 are now therefore drawn in a more interwoven and holistic way taking account of 
both the data revealed from the grounded methodology framework followed and based 
upon coding, interpretations, analysis and synthesis. 
Limited claims are made in terms of statistical significance of a quantitative kind in 
relation. to the findings of Chapter 8. The themes were clustered and reduced to a 
manageable number following the process described in Chapter 7. Each proposition is 
important and each can be said to be a broad heading for consideration of emergent data 
relating to wider coded themes in the context of being a woman, patriarchy, society, 
structure and work organization, work/life balance, career and development. Aspects of 
interviewing women are dealt with in the Reflective Chapter 11. The comments relating 
to each proposition therefore offer a synopsis and summarise broad reflections and 
considerations of the findings. This chapter will therefore build the argument that 
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Women Making Choices is a complex paradox with associated ensuing tensions and that 
the evidence provided in the study supports this notion. 
Proposition 1 Women Making Choices is a complex contradiction and paradox 
because barriers to women's choices inhibit women's actions. 
'Well you've caught me on the· ...... , as I said the children are going to 
University next year and nobody needs me, I've got this made redundant feeling. 
I wasn'r happy as a child and I wasn't happy at home, hence the reason I got 
married to possibly the first person that came along of marriageable age. I 
wished I realised I had a choice' (Amelia/43). 
The Results Chapter 8 and Chapter 9 revealed many barriers which inhibit women's 
choices and actions relating to each of the thirty-two themes (Appendix I). The notion 
that women can make choices depends to a great extent, as we have seen in Chapter 3, 
on the philosophical and psychological notions of free-will and agency (de Beauvoir, 
1988; Jung 1954; Freud 2001, Heidegger [see Dreyfus et aI2005]; Nietzsche,2003 and 
Sartre, 1989). Women's choices also depend on social policy, structure and 
organisational considerations and constraints. Unlike Hakim (2000) who is explicit in 
her 'preference theory' of choices for women; in this study, some choices were actually 
not a reality for women (Astin, 1984). The work orientations and the heterogeneity of 
women were questionable (Procter and Padfield, 1999). The women of the study were 
subjected to both structural and moral constraints (David et aI, 1997). For example, 
Amelia/43, in the representative quote above expressed that she wished that she had 
realized that she did have a choice, the inference being that like many women of the 
study she did not really believe she had any choices or felt unable to do anything about 
her particular circumstances. 
Unlike Hakim's (2000) view on preferences and associated 'myths' of women's 
employment, the women cited 'reasons' and not 'excuses' which obligated them to 
others and were therefore not fallacies (Bruegel, 1996). Many choices were also 
determined by unconscious factors and· participants of Women Making Choices did 
appear to respond to factors in an almost cataleptic way. This could be likened to 
Friedan's (1963) feminine mystique and 'the problem that had no name' which 
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continues to compel women to inhabit a secondary position in relation to men. We have 
also seen earlier that the women had been steeped in a legacy of Thatcherism and 
associated 'Victorian' family values and virtues still prevailing (Seldon, 1999) and 
which continued under New Labour (Chapter 2). 
The freedom of the women was not compatible with determinism (Spezio, 2004). For 
these women, although enrolled onto a course suggesting they could make choices, their 
lived experience was different in reality. The idea of their moral responsibility to others 
was demonstrated in the way they described their distinctly feminine roles (Lewis and 
Meredith, 1988). The notion of being free to choose is central to existentialism 
(Chapter 3); Sartre (1989) may have viewed the women as being existentially 
condemned to be free but such freedom is burdensome. Within these burdens and 
constraints women do have certain freedoms to choose and create their own experiences 
but most of the women could not transcend beyond the ability to choose to be other than 
their moral responsibilities or social circumstances dictated, even if Sartre would have 
termed such discourse 'bad faith'. Simone de Beauvoir (1949), on the other hand, 
recognized that freedom itself exists only in relation to others and the women were 
therefore embodied in consciousness of a socially conditioned and situated freedom. 
Many choices were also determined by what might be deemed Freudian unconscious 
factors. Women Making Choices is therefore a complex contradiction and paradox with 
ensuing tensions because these barriers of social conditioning, the unconscious and 
situated freedom remain. The barriers inhibit the actions of women to please themselves 
due to psychological, moral, structural and sometimes un!mown constraints. The idea of 
women undertaking personal development courses and simultaneously making choices 
therefore becomes a complex paradox for at least half of the women. The proposition 
was therefore borne out in the results data in Chapter 8 and 9 that there are social and 
psychological barriers to women's choices and these barriers continue to inhibit 
women's actions. 
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Proposition 2 There are limited life and career choices open to women in the UK due 
to organisational constraints. 
"I was the only woman in the whole department and it was the most sexist public 
school attitude. It was dreadfol, absolutely dreadfol and it ended up with me 
complaining to the Dean and I had to move' (Carrie/34). 
The women reported aspects of discrimination occurring in workplace situations 
including organizational and hierarchical boundaries, sexism, racism and ageism 
(Arshad, 1992). Negative institutional practices such as sexual harassment remain a 
feature of the workplace (Herbert, 1994) and these continuing practices were evidenced 
by the women. The evidence further suggested that the women of the study worked for 
the most part in traditional job segregated·type roles, for example, well qualified women 
were working for their husband, or others, in traditional 'female' jobs such as office 
work and/or part·time work which can lead to women becoming 'second-class' citizens 
(EDC, 1995). The continued practice of job segregation in organizations meant that 
women were affected by limitations in part-time work with a lack of flexible working 
practices (Acker, 1990). Social conditioning, in terms of what was deemed acceptable 
jobs for women was still relevant to the perceptions of this group (Walby, 1988). We 
have seen in Chapter 4 how the construction of jobs and job availability emerged from 
an early forty-hour week, forty-year career construction for men. Women have 
sometimes desired distinct and alternative forms of working (for discussion on the 
sociology of work see Grint, 1991). 
Examples of organisational constraints as highlighted by the women were also found 
within the literature and relate to the following; gendered organizations (Acker, 1990; 
Dex, 1985, EDC, 2005; Halford et aI, 1997, Kanter, 1977; Mills and Tancred, 1992; 
Procter and Padfield, 1999), the political context within which the women attending 
Women Making Choices was located (Chapter 2), gender and politics in organizations 
(Ledwith and Colgan, 1996), gender and power relations (Nicholson, 1996) gender and 
occupational choice (Holland, 1988) occupational and gender segregation (Hakim, 
1979, Stanko, 1988, Walby, 1988), stereotyping (Macrae, 1996), culture (Itzin and 
Newrnan, 1995; Maddock and Parkin, 1993) the silencing of women 'being seen and not 
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heard' (Cassell and Walsh, 1993; Firth-Cozens and West, 1991), the suppression of 
gender conflict within organizations (Martin, 1990), the division oflabour (Benschop et 
ai, 2001), the costs of unequal treatment and sex. discrimination (Bruegel and Perrons, 
1995) the glass ceiling and breaking-through the glass ceiling (Buzzanell, 1995; David 
and Woodward, 1997; Flanders, 1994; King, 1993; Liff and Ward, 2001, Morrison, 
1992, Riska and Wegar, 1993;-Still, 1992; Wirth, 2001). This can be compared with 
detractors of the glass ceiling who take the view that the concept is 'nonsense' 
(Gallagher, 1990). For Black women the concrete ceiling was metaphorically identified 
as being considerably more difficult to break through than glass (Davidson, 1997). Other 
constraints include a lack of flexible working (MacRae, 1989), a lack of women role 
models (Alien, 1988), men's resistance to sex equality (Cockburn, 1991) inequality for 
women (Allen, 1988; Riska and Wegar, 1993) women in non-traditional occupations 
(Gale, 1994), male dominance (Goldberg, 1993), sometimes described as the machinery 
of dominance (Cockburn, 1985), difficulties between men and women with 
communications (Tannen, 1991), gender differences in leadership style (Gardiner and 
Tiggermann, 1999; Manning, 1999), the strategies women are compelled to adopt in 
order to deal with survival in the workplace (Dickson, 2001), the ramifications and 
remnants of 'old boys' clubs' (Coe, 1992), policy and organizational constraints 
(Asburner, 1994) racism, (Mirza, 1997) sexism and sexual harassment (Brant and Yun, 
1995; EOC, 1993; Herbert, 1994; Mackinnon, 1994). 
Age discrimination and ageism was also an important factor for some of the women 
because of the increasing difficulty of obtaining work which rises with age. The average 
of forty-four years for women returning was problematic in career terms for these 
women. Co-incidentally this is the age at which most men peak in their careers (Labour 
Force Survey, 2001). Age discrimination is still widespread in the UK and is now 
subject to legislation in 2006. A Govemment Code of Practice exists but compliance is 
currently encouraged rather than enforced. The women recounted frequent tales of 
organisational resistance to their development including discrimination on grounds of; 
sex, age, race and sexual harassment which limited life and career choices. This study 
has included evidence from the women that institutional sexism exists and works 
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against these women. The resistance of men to the implementation of equal 
opportunities policies in different organizations has been evidenced in the way they 
divert and resist sharing power and feminist change (Cockbum, 1991; McIntosh, 1988, 
Bagilhole, 1994, 1997 and David and Woodward, 1998; Liff and Ward, 2001). 
Career development theories have based their defInitions on male life-cycles ignoring 
gender (Ashbumer, 1994; Guntz, 1989). Gender and gender ratio have been shown to 
influence leadership style and also contribute to the barriers facing women (Cassell and 
Walsh, 1993; Whitehead, 2001). Various types of career processes have been 
constructed as vehicles for the reproduction of dominant groups and the perpetuation of 
male hegemony (Bagilhole, 2001; Cockburn, 1991 and Evetts, 1996). These processes 
acting against women in organizations have been discussed as the career inhibitions of 
women (Farmer, 1976), as dimensions of career (Evetts, 1992) and also in terms of 
women's development with implications for career theory (Gallos, 1989; Sonnenfelt and 
Kotter, 1982; Spain et aI, 1997). Similarly, organisational constraints have been 
highlighted in terms of male models of career (Evetts, 1994), the masculinist work 
culture (Davidson and Cooper, 1992, Flanders, 1994), the linear, hierarchical career 
(Levinson, 1986), hegemony (Bagilhole, 2002; Halford et aI, 1997), the relationship 
between gender and technology (Grint and Gill, 1995) and the potential for excluding 
women from computer technologies of the future (Rasmussen and Hapnes, 1991). 
In all cases men have been shown to be unwilling, compared to women, to adopt 
egalitarian roles and gender conflict in organisations ensue. Not only have constraints 
not been adequately addressed but they have actually been suppressed (Martin, 1990). 
The pay gap is a prime example of an organizational constraint. Despite legislation 
there remains a pay gap between men and women of an approximately 20% differential. 
The pay gap is now widening again (EDC, 2005 see Appendix M). There are for 
women other organisational barriers in terms of funding and associated European issues 
(Anderson and Buckley, 1998). Organisational constraints have also been shown to 
exist within the ESF funding structures of the time which in some ways mitigated 
against the women it was designed to help (Brine, 1995). These organisational 
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constraints combine with a lack of respect for women and their associated needs 
including parity between men and women in work and for workllife balance. 
From the evidence of the women of the study it transpired women were dependent to a 
great extent not on organizations but on other female relatives. Whilst many employers 
offer extra-statutory policies which can help parents, relatively cheaper options were 
generally favoured by employers which did not include appropriate childcare. Fewer 
employers for example, offer the more expensive kind of support which is required and 
inadequate responses are provided by organizations to work-family issues (Simons and 
Ingram, 1995). For example, only one workplace in ten offered any practical help with 
childcare for employees and just 2% offered a workplace creche or nursery (Callender et 
aI, 2005). The Employment Relations Act (1999) requires employers to introduce 
provision for staff to deal with parental leave, maternity and paternity leave, certain 
family emergencies and compassionate leave. Legislation is progressing and becoming 
more enabling of families to take account of those responsibilities for children in 
helping both mothers and fathers seek a balance between home and work life. 
In terms of the classical sociological 'agency versus structure' debate (Giddens, 1984; 
Bourdieu, 1979) the study confirmed the tension drawn out by the women showing the 
distinction between the power of the individual to take action versus the prevailing 
power structures seen in organizations (Halford and Leonard, 2001). Those women 
with children, for those women whose concerns differed from those of the professional 
middle class, and in light of an examination of the constituents of the 'ideal' western 
'management' construction of employment, careers and choices for the women were 
shown to be somewhat limited (Evans, 1995, Evetts, 1994, Cockburn, 1991). There are 
therefore limited life and career choices open to women in the UK due to organisational 
constraints. This may be partly attributable to the political setting at the time of the 
study (Chapter 2) but is also due to gendered organizational constraints and structures 
(Firth-Cozens and West, 1991) and gender differences. These constraints might be 
defined as aspects of overt institutionalized policies and practices but also relate to the 
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customs and practice that may not be formalized in policies or written down thus 
supporting Proposition 2. 
Proposition 3 'Success' is problematised for Women Making Choices. Women are 
unduly affected by competing perceptions of what constitutes success. 
'To be reasonably content in all things' (June/35). 
Women undertaking Women Making Choices, a personal development programme do 
not necessarily conform to hegemonic definitions of 'success' (success was defined in 
Chapter 3). Career success is seen as both being able to live out the subjective and 
personal values one holds to enable a contribution to the world of work (Derr, 1986; 
GaIIos, 1989). Women sometimes adopt different pathways to career success (Lateef, 
1992). The majority of the women in the study saw success differently to an 
organizational view (Cockbum, 1981) and for some their career psychology was 
different to conventional interpretations (Betz and Fitzgerald, 1987; MarshaII, 1989). 
Focussing on successful women contributes to a false sense of optimism (Horlick, 1998; 
White et aI, 1992) and women have to contend with achievement-related conflicts 
(Homer, 1972) and in breaking through to the top echelons (McRae, 1996; Morrison, 
1992). 
Gendered socialization begins early in life and is powerfully reinforced over time. 
Women sometimes express preferences for an alternative approach and perspective on 
life as compared to male and masculine conventions (Jackson, 1990) as we saw in 
Proposition 2. Not all of the women in the study measured 'success' in the same 
conventional way, nor did they necessarily have the same concept of 'career' as defined 
in the workplace traditionally in terms of climbing corporate 'career' ladders (Evetts, 
1996). Some demonstrated 'success anxiety' (Sassen, 1980) being both afraid of 
success and hiding beneath the fear of what has been termed as the 'Cinderella complex' 
(Dowling, 1982). Some of the women's own defmitions of success included, for 
example, aspects of personal 'happiness' (Dally, 1979). An over-riding concern for 
women was knowing that their children were well cared for. This meant more to some 
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of the women than any masculine 'career' or material success. Business, management 
and training emphasise 'success' but this view of success was often at odds with other 
women's broader and arguably more complete views of the world (Cooper, 1984,2001). 
Vocational aspirations were also evidenced to be compromised by gender in that some 
women settled for satisfactory rather than optimal choices due to the positive effect of 
becoming a 'Social' type rather than the negative Enterprising type (Super, 1957). 
Although enterprising women have been discussed in terms of images of success 
(Newman, 1991). 
Some (40%) of the women have shown how they choose to represent their own 
experience and sometimes their representation appears antagonistic to a patriarchal 
culture. Success for women could lead to the threat of social rejection and loss of 
femininity (Evans, 1995, Homer, 1972). This was evident from the women themselves 
in the way they discussed their femininity but it is also evident in the approach taken to 
women's development programmes like Women Making Choices. For example, in 
viewing women holistically and not making false and impractical separations between 
work and home life echoes the separation and connection of family and education 
(Edwards, 1993) and in the transition for mature women students into higher education 
(Reay, 2002). The study therefore showed that women hold varying interpretations in 
relation to success (McLelland, 1975). Some women have well-developed but 
alternative ways of responding to work, family and education and were differently 
motivated. 
Different approaches to career choice and development between men and women have 
been found (Brown and Brooks, 1996). However, there was evidence in the study from 
a few women (10%) who did see success in conventional 'masculine' tenns and had 
learned to adapt to a hegemonic definition of success and were both entrepreneurial and 
'ready to manage' (Bown and Brady, 1990; 1993; Carter and Cannon, 1998, Cooper and 
Davidson, 1984 and Newman, 1991; Whitehead, 2001). The ten per cent might be said 
to typifY high-flyers (White et aI, 1992, 1995). These women were merely taking the 
approach known as rational choice and exchange theory (Scot!, 2000). This was 
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evidenced by the fact that a few women were acting rationally and seemingly 
caIculativeiy, an instrumental action. In terms of rational choice individuals are 
normally motivated by their desires and goals and express 'preferences'. However, as it 
is not possible for individuals to achieve all they desire, a rational course anticipates the 
outcomes of alternatives, hence defining success differently maybe one approach. 
Women, like men are motivated by a wide range of goals such as approval, recognition, 
love and money (Homans, 1961). Personal growth was only possible with 
unconditional positive regard from others which 'frees' individuals from striving for 
social approval (Rogers, 1965). This was evident in 60% of cases which meant some of 
these women failed to self-actualise (Maslow, 1943) inhibited as they were by a lack of 
positive regard, affecting their self-esteem combined with an apparent need for 
approval. This meant that success for those women is problematised for them and 
therefore overall Proposition 3 could be said to be inconclusive. 
Proposition 4 Women who have children under-achieve relative to their skills, 
experience and qualifications. 
'Where I am now I'm not happy with the job but I'm glad I'm there; I'm glad I 
can do it because it suits the hours for the children. I would like to do a normal 
9 - 5 but its child care again' (Veronica/30). 
This study has shown that the ages and number of children were relevant for women 
seeking to return to work. This is because having children affected their progress 
relative to their skills, experience and qualifications. Of the total with children, 70% of 
the women looked after their children and 30% went to either a nanny, childrninder, 
mother or mother-in-law. In not one case did the male partner take responsibility for 
child care nor did anyone have a child in a nursery, either privately or publicly funded. 
The presence of dependant children therefore had a strong influence on women's 
economic activity and therefore their work achievements. There was a lower level of 
day-care provision in the East Midlands than nationally (Dench et aI, 1994). Figures in 
the UK generally, showed that less than one per cent of children under the age of three 
were in publicly funded childcare services (1ES 1994). This situation has since 
improved as government has allocated more monies under updated schemes. 
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An important factor to women's under-achievement was found to be the relationship 
women have to their children in terms of what it is to be a mother who 'cares'. The 
aspect of being a woman in terms of motherhood and other feminine relationships has 
been widely theorised. For example; motherhood distinguishes women from men in 
unique and burdensome ways (Brannen et ai, 1991). These include the psychological 
and social constraints on motherhood (Romito, 1997) and the social dilemmas of 
motherhood (Knijn, 1994). Mother-daughter relationships (Friday, 1977) and the search 
for identity between mothers and daughters are significant in representing daughters 
who care (Lewis, 1992). Women in the study were simply reproducing motherhood and 
the evidence showed they were were too busy mothering to think of themselves first (for 
discussion on the reproduction of mothering see Chodorow, 1987). 
The historical roots of education for women and girls were shown to be rooted in 
religion and early social movements (Deem, 198011992; Kelly, 1983). The women of 
Women Making Choices were no exception andjust as others have done so before them 
the women struggled to gain an education amidst the pervasiveness of a domestic 
ideology which had encouraged women to learn to be homeworkers and mothers 
(Purvis, 1991). From a social and economic view the choices women have traditionally 
been able to make compared to the choices they can make now were materially different 
in respect to changing times but also compared to differences with men (Hakim, 2000). 
The quantitative results in Chapter 8 showed that these women were under-achieving 
and failing to make sufficient progress relative to their qualifications and experience 
when they returned to wolk following a career break for children. 
Mature women's progress and the importance of women-only provision has previously 
been discussed (Coats, 1994; Gardiner and O'Rourke, 1995). This is due to women 
having to contend with multiple identities and they become trapped in cycles of earning 
on low pay (Jackson, 2003). Women who have had children were disadvantaged in 
their paid working lives in a way that their male partners were not and were managing 
mother-dual eamer households (Brannen and Moss, 1991). When the data for paid 
working hours was seen alongside the data collected on (unpaid) housework, it also 
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highlighted the contribution these women were making for little reward (Pahl, 1989; 
Oakley, 1974, Brannen, 1991). The women were, however, in relation to national 
averages, quite well-qualified. The results show that for the majority of women with 
children their eventual employment did not match up to their educational attainment 
(Appendix J). In terms of occupational distribution, half were working in lower status 
and lower paid work compared to their occupations before having children. This was 
endorsed by figures from the EOC (2005) on the continuing pay gap discrepancy 
between men and women. Many of the women faced fmancial hardship with a third 
reporting that their outgoings exceeded their income and with no means of making up 
the shortfall. The lowest paid of these women often appeared to have the most worries 
and responsibilities, despite the fact that lower paid jobs tended to offer more 
convenient hours. It does seem that Buswell (1992) was prophetic in suggesting that the 
UK was training girls to become low paid women. 
These were the women with no choice, or few or hard choices (Gerson, 1985) thus 
contradicting aspects of Hakim (2000). These were the women who found themselves 
caught between both structural and moral constraints or 'between a rock and a hard 
place' which is in opposition between the public discourse of their being 'free to 
choose' and tackling gender barriers to better jobs (David et aI, 1997; EOC, 2005). The 
complexities of ethnicity, gender and marital status have been shown to intersect and 
compound the consequences of social class making the transition process difficult 
especially for working-class, lone mothers (Reay, 2002). There was a noticeable poverty 
of aspiration and a passive acceptance by some of their lot. The notion of women 
'bettering themselves' and the associated discourse of risk, cost and benefit in young 
working class non-participants has been explained (Archer and Hutchings, 2000). The 
reality of childcare and domestic responsibility continued to fall on the majority of 
women in the study women and this burden remains a key issue for women. This is not 
necessarily in the way Hakim (2000) suggested in terms of preference theory and doubt 
may be cast on the simplistic separation between career and family (Proctor and 
Padfield, 1999). Hakim said that having children is volitional but also class-based in 
that women in the lower social classes hold marriage and childbearing as principle 
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objectives. "Childcare problems are in a sense chosen by women who choose to have 
large families, a less reversible decision than most employment choices" (Hakim, 1996). 
(For the origins of gender and class and how women were viewed as men's property see 
Coontz, 1986). In the up-dated 'preference theory' Hakim described the rise of 
voluntary. childlessness. Most of the women of the study who chose to have children 
became worse off following breaks for children, relative to their skills, experience and 
qualifications. 
Although the family has often been women's power base out of choice in terms of 
creating matriarchal institutions (Marx et ai, 1994), once there are children the choices 
for women are reduced (Kenny, 1994). On the other hand, those women with children 
were choosing to put their children first and in taking care of their children putting their 
children's needs before their own needs. The job or career appeared to be secondary 
although some were willing to accept less of the public world of work. Choice was 
found to be constrained in relation to their role as mothers (David and Woodward, 
1997). The evidence showed that age and dependants were important factors for this 
group. This is because determinants relating to the extent and nature of women's 
participation in the labour market are childcare and eldercare, maternity leave policy and 
family-friendly policies. Women who have children were therefore under-achieving 
relative to their skills, experience and qualifications. There were limited life and career 
choices significantly related to age and dependant children in connection with the 
women. and the proposition was therefore supported. 
Proposition 5 Women who auend personal development courses are failing to make 
progress relative to their qualifications and experience when they return to work 
following a career break. 
'I'm probably least happy about my profile (in the organisation) I suppose and my 
salary' (Andi/42). 
The desire of the women to embark on transforming their education shown in their 
personal characterisations of and for themselves was high (Aird, 1980; Pope and 
Denicolo, 2001). The effect on women's family and social relationships has been 
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discussed by others (Edwards, 1993). The reality was that these women, just as those in 
other surveys, were more likely to be clustered in low level jobs, unskilled and semi-
skilled job grades (Bullock, 1994; Bradshaw et aI, 2003). The women who have had 
children were disadvantaged in their paid working lives in a way that their male partners 
were not (Labour Force Survey, 2001). Moreover the women were sometimes 
embarking not just on a 'dual burden' identified in the fifties (Myrdal and Klein, 1956) 
and a 'second shift' (Hochschild, 1989) of the eighties with work inside and outside the 
home but also on the 'third shift' in terms of life-long learning (Bolton, 2000). The 
evidence of my study show the average annual income of respondents was low, 
especially when compared to the income of their male partners, thus highlighting the 
relative poverty of the women. Women and poverty was identified as a problem 
postponed (Evason, 1991). (For further discussion on financial constraints see also 
Joshi, 1992, 1995). Of course, women who are not in paid market work or in education 
but who are at home may still be learning but in a different way to that of the male and 
masculinist traditions. Competencies are learned in raising children, household 
management, project management and other transferable skills. The homeplace can be 
seen as a learning site (Gouthro, 2005). These valuable skills could also be more fully 
utilized in the public world of work. Arguments for accrediting women's unpaid work 
and experience have been made by others (Butler, 1991). Under the resource theory of 
power, a woman's power within a relationship increases exponentially as her partner's 
income increases (Morris, 1990); Yet the evidence from the study was that the women's 
contribution was sometimes seen as peripheral including by the women themselves who 
discussed their earnings in terms of 'paying for luxuries' thus continuing to put 
themselves in a secondary place and protect the male breadwinner status (Brannen and 
Moss, 1987). 
It is simplistic to say that women have different expectations and experiences to men. 
This ignores similarities between men and women and within women. However, the 
fact that the women had undertaken a personal development course like 'Women 
Making Choices' was an indication of the extent to which the women were motivated to 
learn, develop and seek work (CaIlender, 1987). Although a personal development 
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course may be said to have some similarities with self-help groups (the dangers of 
which have been raised by Chesler, 1987) nevertheless there was no concern about 
anything other than the positive gains of undertaking personal development. For some 
of the women this was the first learning they had undertaken since school. It also 
demonstrated their desire to do something positive or make changes and choices with 
their lives (Rees, 1989). However, therein lays a concern in relation to the provision of 
a course which validates women's own experiences towards a positive enabling effect 
(Rees and Pollert, 1989). The fact is that no matter how much women were enabled to 
make sense of their lives and to personally develop new skills in a protected 
environment, women were then required to 'go out' into the 'real world' of work as 
encouraged by the requirements of the ESF (Brine. 1992). It is then extremely difficult 
for them to make progress relative to their education, skills and experience. The ESF-
fmanced training has been investigated in relation to the different skills and their effects 
on personal development (Devins et aI, 2004). The argument has been made that 
education is controlled and dominated by patriarchal white, middle-class, heterosexual 
men (Coats, 1994). The qualitative evidence in Chapter 8 and illustrated in the Table 
8.16 clearly showed that some women attending personal development courses were 
failing to make sufficient progress relative to their qualifications and experience when 
they returned to work following a career break for children. This was further supported 
by the personal accounts of the women themselves who described the under-utilisation 
of their skills and experience following their break for children. Andil42 exemplified 
another high quality, high performing woman who had not made sufficient progress in 
her career and profile within her organization. The proposition that women who attend 
personal development courses are failing to make progress relative to their qualifications 
and experience when they return to work following a career break was therefore proven 
in the context of this study. 
Proposition 6 Women have to spend too much time catering to the needs of others to 
undertake personal development and to establish their own careers 
The worst thing about being a woman is having to juggle your children, your 
career, your partner, your mother and father, is that you're a nurturer for 
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absolutely everyone and you seem to always come last and it's the guilt feeling 
about putting yourself first until maybe you've finished with your children, 
which you never finish with your children but you allow yourself a little bit of 
freedom to think, all right, its my time now but even then you're still responsible 
for them (SashaJ46). 
Separating and connecting the public world of work and the private world of home has 
long been the consideration of many feminists (Gamarnikow, 1983). It is principally 
women who hold responsibility for the physical and emotional needs of family members 
(Edwards, 1993, New and David, 1985). Dualisms (discussed in Chapter 7) show how 
the public/private dichotomy casts one in opposition to the other so that, for example, 
work might be perceived as hard, mercenary and competitive and the private world as 
soft, altruistic and non goal-oriented. The trends in female employment show increasing 
numbers of women going out to work (Duffield, 2002). Most of the women of the study 
wanted to work, yet one of the main determinants of the extent and nature of women's 
participation in the labour market was seen as a lack of childcare and maternity leave 
policy (Dainty, 1998). The universal provision of good quality childcare has been seen 
as the key to real choice for women (EOC, 1990). Women also seek a manageable 
work-life balance (DuffY, 1993, DTI, 2001). The concept of women continuing to 
occupy a 'secondary position' (Friedan, 1963) was demonstrated in the study in the way 
that women's personal development needs were frequently subverted to man, family and 
work. This secondary position identified by de Beauvoir in 1949 and highlighted again 
by Friedan in 1963 is still prevalent decades later and the feminine mystique therefore 
remains and impacts on women's choices. Society has long held an ambiguous view of 
motherhood and 'family values' and we saw in Chapter 2 and Proposition 2 the extent to 
which governments reinforce the ethos of the family. This was internalized by many 
women who expressed feelings of guilt when the dual burden of being a mother and a 
worker clash and 'when life gets in the way' (Frank and Houghton, 1997). This was 
particularly evident when women take on the caring responsibility for sick children or 
the elderly (Fisher, 1990). It is the women who find time to care (Land, 1991; Maher 
and Green, 2002, Parker, 1988; Parker and Lawton,1994). 
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As men occupy the public sphere of paid work, women are continuing to occupy the 
private sphere concisely described by Elshtain (1993) as Public Man, Private Woman. 
The family, for the women of the study, has been shown not as a consensually operating 
body but a site of power struggles between women and their male partners. Women 
were performing the jUggling act (Katz, 1992) combining many activities to keep all the 
plates spinning at the same time. A key barrier to women's capacity to personally 
develop was a lack of supportive contribution to the household (Hartmann, 1981; Pahl, 
1995, Thorogood, 1987). The housework stilI needed to be done; families need to be 
clean and fed; children still need to be ferried to activities. The endless repetition and 
routine of these tasks was recounted by the women. The domestic division of labour 
within dual career households was apparent (Gregson and Lowe, 1994). All the women 
in the study were generally unsupported by their male partners in all routine tasks at 
home (Apter, 1985). The sexual division of labour therefore appears to be a 
contemporary feature in terms of the evidence provided by the women and and was not 
merely an aberration or legacy of the past (Dex, 1985). The men were said by the 
women to still seek to avoid domestic duties and were able to do so. The men still 
appeared powerful and controlling of the women (Brannen and Moss, 1991; Hochschild, 
1991). Caring was largely borne by the women and has been linked to poverty (Fisher 
and Tronto, 1990; Graham and Popay, 1989). Women can easily fall into caring and 
then it becomes increasingly difficult for them to regain employment other than part-
time, low value jobs known as the 'part-time paradox' (Epstein et ai, 2004). The system 
of long term care depends on women for its financial viability exploiting both women 
and men (Pifer, 1994; Maher and Green, 2002). The findings of Women Making 
Choices revealed that women were also more likely to be looking after someone outside 
their own household as well as relatives within the household. The women described 
the caring work they undertook which echoed the physical and emotional costs of caring 
(Joshi, 1992). Women were providing unpaid servicing work which enabled men to 
pursue their employment whilst women remain encumbered by family and domestic 
responsibilities (Bradley, 1989). The women were therefore unable to concentrate on 
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their own personal development and the establishment of their careers. (For discussion 
on families and work in the twenty-first century see also Dex, 2003). 
Despite learning about assertiveness and women's rights (Dickson, 1992), the rights of 
the women were subjugated to everyone else's, especially; children, husbands, partners 
and elderly parents (Rees, 1992). As the family responsibilities take priority this was 
usually at the cost of the mother. Sometimes the women in the study appeared to be 
operating at an almost unconscious secondary position (see Proposition 1) in the way 
their own needs were ignored compared to the needs of others. Yet it has also been 
argued that it is through actively caring for children that women are able at least to wield 
some power in a domain of their own (New and David, 1985). For the majority of the 
women, they had to spend too much time catering to the needs of others to undertake 
personal development to establish their own careers, the proposition was therefore 
supported. 
Proposition 7 Women are unduly affected by other women and societal pressure to 
conform in terms of health/image and lifestyle issues. 
'To a great extent you're the author of your own destiny but you do also have 
these outside influences that you cannot control, so what would that be, how 
would you term that? Yes, I have certain choices but then there's the outside 
things that make me have to fit in' (Amelia/43). 
There exists a theoretical continuum (Wetherell and Maybin, 1996) whereby the 
individual emphasis is on the biological and cognitive elements which are seen as innate 
or in other words 'one is born a woman'. This can be compared to the other end of the 
continuum which is social with an emphasis on the social construction of individuals, 
thoughts and reactions (Caplan, 1986) and the social construction of gender (Lorber and 
Farell, 1991; Wetherell and Maybin, 1996) interpreted as 'one is not born a woman but 
is made one' (De Beauvoir, 1949). The women of the study described the pressures and 
conditioning exerted on them to conform to gender stereotypes. We have seen in 
Chapter 3 how Jung (In Pascal, 1992) said there was no reason to value thinking over 
feeling, each has strengths and weaknesses, however when women internalize their own 
stereotypes this does harm as it prevents individuals being and knowing themselves, 
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indeed 'women's ways of knowing' (Goldberger and Tarule, 1996; Le Doeuff, 2003). It 
has been difficult to establish sometimes exactly what it is that women want 
(Eichenbaum and Orbach, 1990; Elshtain, 1993). The expression of AmeliaJ43 infers 
that ultimately women are compelled to fit in; this can lead to rebelling against the hard 
won aims of feminism with 'backlash' ensuing (Faludi, 1991; French, 1993). 
Many of the women in the study appeared influenced not just 'on the inside' in relation 
to their private life but also influenced 'on the outside' (Eichenbaum and Orbach, 1982). 
Women's health was put into the domain of women for themselves away from the 
medicalisation to which women were subject (Philips and Rakusen, 1979). Yet some 
have fallen prey to the socialization aspects of health, body, image and lifestyle which 
have been 'force-fed' to the populace by the mass media (Mather, 1996, Wolf, 1990). 
The women cited health issues which held them back whether it was their own or the 
health of family members (Graham, 1992; Miller, 1996). Aspects of women dealing 
with health issues and the associated hardship in women's lives (Graharn, 1993) was 
borne from evidence of the study where women were coping with serious health issues. 
Of particular note were eating and 'secret' disorders (Bruch, 1984, Chemin, 1986; Dana 
and Lawrence, 1988; Macleod, 1981). The compulsion of women to binge and diet has 
been shown to be a feminist issue (Orbach, 1998). The women graphically presented 
their 'secret' stories which ranged from anorexia to bulimia to obesity. Obesity has also 
been shown to have a negative impact on earnings (Cawley, 2004). 
Folbre (1994) has been argued that taking a personal individual approach carmot be seen 
exclusively without consideration of structural constraints. There has long been 
sociological argument about these two distinctions between human agency and social 
structures. Human beings do have the capability to construct meaning and create social 
structures and the relationship can therefore be complex covering both structure and 
agency and internal and external elements (Berger and Luckmarm, 1971, Giddens, 
1984). Sociology, typically concerns itself with power and recognizes that some people 
are more significant 'shapers' than others within institutions. Some thinkers have 
suggested sex differences reign in the structure of hierarchies with female structures 
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being more affiliative (Chance, 1978). This study is a fair reflection of how women 
tend to be the shaped rather than shapers given that their roles tend not be in the seats of 
power, whether Government, institutions or family. Gender differences have been 
shown to exist in terms of optimism, self-esteem and expectations in predicting career 
planning (Lent and Racket, 1996). Yet self-esteem is essential to the building of 
confidence and needs to start early in life (Coopersmith, 1981; Field, 1998). Society 
imposes an idealized image of women which is promulgated through the media which 
can have the effect of destroying the self-confidence of women. Stereotyping of the 
sexes does great harm to women in particular and prevents them from being themselves 
leading them to internalize their own stereotypes. Therefore the proposition that women 
are unduly affected by other women and societal pressure to conform in terms of 
health/image and lifestyle issues was supported by evidence from the women in the 
study. 
Proposition 8 Choices for women are made by 'others' on their behalf. 
'Whilst I was married to my husband, for twenty one years, I did not exercise 
choice in my life because he was very dominant' (Clara/49). 
It has been shown that marriage is on the decline and civil partnership relationships are 
increasing (Chapter 5). Justice and liberty are not prevalent in marriages (Barry, 1994) 
and equality within relationships whether partnerships or marriage was not evidenced in 
my study. A repeated barrier was the constant demands on women to take responsibility 
for relationships of any kind (Apter, 1985). A response to the emotional demands of 
family and people could equate to women's greater capacity for emotional intelligence 
(Goleman, 1997). Dependence and exploitation was evident in the study similar to that 
found in work and marriages identified in the seventies (Barker and Allen, 1976) and 
again in the eighties (Sanders and Reed, 1982). Choices and control in choices operate 
at many levels and in competing discourses (discussed in Chapter 3). In many respects 
what might be termed low level control appeared to be operating where, for the women, 
the knowledge of such Control was almost imperceptible to them, or they may have been 
responding in an unconscious way. Others well understood that they were being 
- 250-
controlled 'because of their sex' (Figes, 1995). Aspects of controlling related to the 
. power that male partners held in the household. Ostensibly, the women of the study 
spoke as though they were making their own choices but often the underlying text 
revealed from interviews was the extent to which men and male partners remained 'in 
charge' or 'allowed' women to do things and the extent to which women somehow let 
men get their way (Coward, 1992). In terms of patriarchal control, time and again the 
women revealed that they were being controlled by men (Acker, 1989). This led to their 
feelings of oppression (Barrett, 1982) which were expressed as women 'wishing' they 
could make choices. 
One of the unwitting and, sadly, inevitable outcomes of interviewing women was in 
hearing about the overt levels of control exerted over them and the need for the women 
to talk about these elements 'its great to havesomeone to talk to' (Finch, 1984). In 
particular, the violence that was perpetrated against some of them, irrespective of the 
focus of the questions (Heam, 1998). The threat of and actual violence (Dworking, 
1988) both physical, sexual and psychological was recounted by these women. This was 
coupled with survival stories of sexual violence (Kelly, 1988) and incest (Pennacchia, 
1994). It was difficult to gauge whether misogyny underlies some of the problems of 
violence that women too frequently experience (Stanko, 2002). Greer (1971) said that 
women have little idea how much men 'hate' them. Some of the women recounted the 
sneering aspects of men and how they were 'mocked' by men. In listening to those 
women's voices on how they were controlled and disempowered and on hearing about 
the violence perpetrated against some of them, one is bound to ponder the extent to 
which Greer was right. Some women reported such violence against them, even though 
the focus of the study questions related to choices. Since exchange relations are also 
power relations, the resources that are brought to bear in social relations are rarely equal, 
therefore the outcome of any particular exchange depends upon the relative power of 
each party. The bargaining power of the women was reduced in the exchange and the 
extent of alternatives was limited (Emerson, 1962). Therefore, for example, some men 
who hold greater financial power continue to exert power and control over women. Yet, 
just as we see in terms of backlash, others rise to the defence of the modern man 
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pronouncing him 'not guilty' (Lydon, 1992; Thomas, 1993). For these women they were 
not making their own choices in terms of individual agency and choices were made on 
their behalf, therefore the proposition was supported. 
Proposition 9 Women lack knowledge of issues which concern them such as feminism 
and equal opportunities •. 
"I'd rather call myselfother things but notfeminist' (Robertal44). 
Many of the women revealed a lack of knowledge about feminism and equal 
opportunities. Feminism has been identified as a 'dirty' word making it difficult to find 
women who want to identify themselves as feminists (Finlay, 1998). Some of these 
women were intelligent and knowledgeable but still not many knew much about 
feminism. One 'high-flyer' actually asked me to explain feminism to her at the end of 
the interview. Feminists in the sixties created CR (consciousness-raising) groups 
(Brownmiller, 2000) and it seems a sad reflection on the 'third wave' that a need for 
consciousness-raising still appears to be required for women today. Neither girls nor 
boys are routinely taught about these subjects overtly in the curriculum during 
schooling. Indeed, women have previously been shown to have been schooled for 
women's work (Deem, 1980). It seems inappropriate that many women (and men) 
remain ignorant about women's issues, feminism, equal opportunities and diversity. For 
some people 'gender' is their work even though equal opportunities professionals may 
be sometimes seen as self-serving (Shaw and Perrons, 1995) but clearly the equal 
opportunities message has still not been effectively communicated and embedded in the 
minds of many women. It may have been assumed that women are now fully conscious 
and well-versed about feminism but this study confirmed not only how little some 
women actually know but also the extent to which feminism remains demonized so that 
some women continue to refuse to use the term of themselves (Finlay, 1998, Griffin 
1985). These arguments goes beyond the well-rehearsed white middle-class female 
researcher who 'knows' more and .the intellectual arm of Women's Studies (Crowley, 
1992). Competing arguments are posited in an attempt to liberate women from modern 
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feminism (Quest, 1994) in line with the associated scepticism about feminism 
(Radcliffe-Richards, 1980). 
The women in the study strongly resisted the naming and concept of feminism but also, 
similarly, social class (Abbott and Sapsford, 1987). There was a mis-match within 
power relations and unrecognized divisions resulting from social class (Arshad, 1992, 
Bourdieu, 1979). If social class is not accepted by the women as a concept or even 
thought about, it is likely to induce the effect of keeping women 'in their (subordinate) 
place' and thus inhibit the development of class-consciousness. Women and class have 
been analysed in terms of social mobility and the concept of a 'service class' has been 
developed: a class which comprises the more powerful members of the middle class 
(Goldthorpe, 1995) and in terms of working class women's perspectives on social class 
(Mahony and Zmroczek, 1997). It has been argued that two models are strongly 
associated with social class 'embedded choosers' commonly found amongst the middle 
class and 'contingent choosers' found amongst less privileged working class families 
(Brooks, 2006). Educational class strategies adopted by the middle class have been 
shown to achieve a class fit reproducing class differential (Ball et al In Brooks, 2006). 
The knock-on effect of failing to address social class as an issue has potential to be 
poverty of aspiration and therefore a lack of upward social mobility. Others have 
reported women's expression of class mobility in terms of their desire to escape 'getting 
out and getting away' (Lawler, 1999). 
Whether the content of personal development courses should include key concepts of 
feminism and social class overtly remains a question and challenge for the author. One 
has to consider also that training is considered skills-based and not knowledge-based but 
also because of the real concern that funding would almost certainly not be granted for 
what may be deemed 'political'. [Incidentally, the male Director of the Continuing 
Professional Development Unit was once observed by the women on the course lurking 
behind a screen, he never made his presence known. That a women's development 
programme can induce such behaviour was curious and I regret to this day that his 
presence went unchallenged.] 
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Feminists have shown how language is man-made and resistant to women and designed 
to keep her 'in her (subordinate) place' (Gibbon, 1999 Haden, 1993; Lakoff, 1975; 
Spender, 1999) and women have a 'different voice' (Gilligan, 1982). Even the law is 
resistant to the challenges of feminist knowledge. It has been show how the law 
disqualifies alternative world views and it disempowers women to the point where 
women are sometimes subjected to legal discrimination (Kennedy, 1998; Smart, 1989). 
Women and politics and understanding the 'rules of the game' are sometimes avoided 
by women at their cost (Lovenduski, 1997, 2005). Women Making Choices whilst 
having no political dimension to their programmes did, nonetheless, provide a setting 
and context to help the women become more self-aware but also the opportunity to see 
how women are placed in the wider picture of society. Overt attention to the political 
dimensions of women in society would ensure that women were equipped into making 
some informed choices in life in full-consciousness in terms of social class, feminism 
and women's issues. 
What Women Making Choices can do and has shown demonstrable evidence of, is to 
help develop the individual woman at a personal level. Women attending personal 
development courses vary across a spectrum of employment and qualifications and were 
not simply 'returners' (Deere, 1988; Dobbie, 1982). Whether they were new mothers' 
career re-entry strategies (Miller, 1996) or women in mid-life who were exploring new 
directions (Ginn and Arber, 1995), in practice, the reasons most women enrol on 
courses for "women returners" fall into these broad areas; to meet others, for self-
improvement, to gain paid employment, to enhance their career or job prospects, if 
already in work, to learn assertiveness techniques and above all to build their self-
confidence and 'dance with life (Jeffers, 1996; Lindenfield, 2001; Michelli, 1994). The 
women on Women Making Choices were no exception. Some women were searching for 
those opportunities. The evidence from the majority of women in the study, however, 
revealed a lack of knowledge offeminism and equal opportunities. This proposition was 
therefore supported. 
Proposition 10 Women have a tendency to ascribe success to being lucky. 
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"I just think I've been lucky to have an education' (EiIeen/44). 
The evidence suggests that some women, even those women who may be described in 
conventional tenns as 'successful' still ascribe success to being lucky despite evidence 
to the contrary that 'luck' is no accident (Krumboltz, 2004 and Wiseman, 2003). 
Education has also been considered by some mature adult learners to be something for 
'other' people (McGivney, 1990). It appears that a belief system operates which seems 
to ignore the fact that careers and lives can be targeted and planned for in a systematic, 
meaningful way which can be controlled by the women themselves in tenns of career 
self-efficacy and applying planned behaviour (Giles and Rea, 1999). The evidence 
suggested that many of these women were content to drift or be guided by their partners 
or expressed a happy dependence on their partners or be involved in their partner's 
work. The incorporation of women into men's work has been identified (Finch, 1993). 
They were quite content to be seen as 'lucky' or to be shored up by 'accommodating' 
husbands or even becoming 'trophy wives' (Setters, 2003). Yet, paradoxically they 
sought to 'better themselves' through personal development. (Cooper, 1982; Coats, 
1992; Dickson, 2001). They also expressed concern about societal expectations and the 
need to be 'respected'. This group gave the impression of perhaps moving from one 
position whereby they were once respected because their husbands could afford to take 
care of them to a position whereby they were no longer respected for that position 
because they were not achieving in their own right. This may also indicate a societal 
shift. The data lacks statistical significance, however, there was a sense that women do 
not wish to declare their achievements and therefore ascribe success to being lucky . 
. This may be false modesty on their part or they may be expressing gratitude for their 
circumstances. The women in the study generally had a tendency to ascribe success to 
being lucky thus supporting the proposition. 
Proposition 11 Women are unduly affected by lacking confidence 
'I've probably had to take job-wise what I could get and I never had a lot of 
confidence, so I never probably aimed as high as I should have aimed and I 
probably didn't make choices' (Phyllis/56). 
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The evidence showed that the one thing that all the women had in common was a desire 
for greater confidence (Alecksander, 1992). Dally (1979: 1 02) said that "women who can 
cope with choice and change are enjoying life whereas those who cannot choose or 
change are in jeopardy .... a sense of an independent self, capacity for achievement and 
satisfaction, motivation, independence combined with good personal relationships, and 
a capacity to recognise and make choices and adapt to changes are what women need for 
success". The theory of human motivation and a link to personality has been identified 
(Maslow, 1959). Edwards (1993) discussed an increased ability of women to express 
their views having gained greater confidence from education especially for white middle 
class women who have learnt the ideological coordinating relations used by those in 
authority (McMinn, 1994). 
This study has shown there are many benefits for women in attending personal 
development courses. Demand for such courses will remain while women continue to 
need to build their personal confidence. All the women sought greater confidence and 
all the women ranked confidence as the highest attribute for success (Chapter 9). In an 
ideal world women should not need their confidence boosting any more than men. 
Women are seemingly born as confident as men but along life's journey their confidence 
is sapped from them. There are many reasons for this but can partly be attributed to the 
way that society devalues the work women do for children and in the home by 
undervaluing this work in terms of status and pay and in the way men denigrate women 
as evidenced by the women in this study. Society also has onerous expectations of 
women. In particular and paradoxically to both 'go out to work' and 'to stay at home to 
care for children'. 
Women Making Choices assisted the women in raising their individual confidence 
levels. Women Making Choices and similar personal development courses provide the 
means of enabling the achievement of the women's own personal aims and objectives. 
The programme also enabled women to assess the significance of the link between 
choices and confidence. Philosophical problems facing feminism have been discussed in 
relation to women's choices (Midgleyand Hughes, 1983). The feminist movement has 
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been beneficial for women as there are moves within feminism towards combining 
individualistic claims for women's self-realisation and choices with responsibilities to 
others. Evidence was provided by the women that a lack of confidence was a repeated 
theme. The women generally were unduly affected by lacking confidence. The 
proposition was therefore supported. 
Proposition 12 Women constitute metaphorical typologies which can be used to 
construct· a theory of women's choices and which may act as a basis for further 
research of women undertaking personal development. 
'If I ever tried to do anything, my husband at the time used to put me down' 
(Jane/37). (No choice). 
'I've never been under pressure from my family or from my partner to take any 
particular job or folfil any particular role' (Eileenl44). (Some choice). 
'there's been a lot of instances where I realise now I have made decisions, I've 
chosen. I think once you realise you've got choice it's a very valuable lesson to 
you, you know you can choose, I think that's a big area, especially for women' 
(Sasha/46). (Choice). 
There are three quotations here because each individual quotation links into 
interpretations of metaphorical typology and each distinctively typifies that type. Half 
(50%) of the population of the study were generally financially poor women on low 
incomes, who lived in a relative poverty of aspiration. For the most part, these women 
perceived they had no power, expressed in the powerlessness of having no choices in 
life, for example, they simply need to work for the money rather than through intrinsic 
job satisfaction. The second group, (40%) expressed their achievements in terms of 
happy circumstances or as 'being lucky'. They were frequently supported, or controlled 
by, their male partners which could be deduced from their language use. Many of the 
women apparently left things to chance as seen in Proposition 10. Yet Proposition 12 
takes a different angle to Proposition 10 as the typology is now being categorized. 
There was, however, a third type; a few women (10%) who took what might be 
perceived as a male-centred and self-confident approach as expressed by Greer (1991). 
These were the women· who actively chose, boldly, to proactively engage with 
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institutional systems and processes. These women were clearer about their futures, 
more focused on their education and the link to employment or business. They were 
goal-oriented; less concerned about tradition and convention. They operated with a 
spirit of independence and forward planning and were clear about where they were 
heading and their destiny. They regarded destiny as within their personal power to seek 
out and choose as their own-pre-determined fate. These were the confident 'choosing' 
few, who possess what Dally (1979) called psychological self-belief. These women as 
individuals acted on their own initiative with personal agency and they set career goals. 
They were women who were self-aware, who recognized their own personal power, 
were generally better educated, made career plans and set out to make real choices in 
life. They were sometimes mothers (two of them had children). The women in the 
study therefore seemed to fall into three metaphorical typology 'families' not in terms of 
Hakim's 50150 divide but more a 50/40110 divide. The illustrations and categorization 
of each woman's type was supported by evidence from the women in the study and 
indicated in the aggregate scores (Appendix K). These three positions or states became 
the families of Metaphorical typology (see Chapter 7). 
Within this chapter I have tested my theory against these twelve propositions building 
the case that Women Making Choices is a complex paradox with associated ensuing 
tensions. The themes were deduced, broken down, interwoven and synthesized before 
being clustered again into overarching areas which can be said to include being a 
woman, patriarchy, society, structure and work organization, workllife balance, career 
and development. Overall my findings were that the propositions were supported by the 
evidence from this study. This enabled me to draw together and deduce the women into 
categories or metaphorical typology 'families' (Appendix J). I will now draw together 
my summary and conclusions based on the emergent findings. 
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Chapter 11 Summary, Conclusion, Scope and Reflections on Women Making 
Choices 
Stretching herself too thin, 
She breaks her connections. 
Staying too busy, she has no time 
Doingfor others, she neglects herself 
Defining herself only through others, 
She loses her own definition 
The wise woman 
Waters her own garden first 
The Tao of Women (Metz and Tobin, 1995) 
This study has investigated the issues surrounding the choices and perspectives of a 
group of women undertaking Women Making Choices, a personal development course. 
The background behind the motivation for this study was explained in Chapter 1. The 
political context at the time of the study placed the thesis and the women of the study in 
a wider framework in Chapter 2. Various discourses attached to feminist theory and 
perspectives relating to contemporary feminist thinking were discussed. The women of 
the study were viewed through a 'gender lens' (Howard and Hollander, 1996) thus 
weaving inextricably; women, their development, feminism and in particular their 
relationship to choice and a choice continuum in Chapter 3. A social perspective in 
Chapter 4 provided further background to accompany the political context. An 
examination of changes in social policy including equal opportunities and diversity and 
the changing view of women and employment practices were discussed. Evidence of 
how some women came to be dependent on men and therefore vulnerable to poverty 
with other demographic statistics relevant for the time of the study was included in 
Chapter 5. This showed the interconnectedness with their relationship to men and 
traditional notions of male as 'breadwinner' as well as societal move towards change. 
Chapter 6 outlined education, training and personal development aspects for women, 
once again setting a further contextual framework for the study and the separating or 
connecting nature between mature women students, family and education (David, 1993; 
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Edwards, 1993). Chapter 7 elaborated on the methodological approach taken to the 
thesis before providing the quantitative and qualitative results in Chapters 8 and 9. 
Chapter 10 began the process of building a theory of Women Making Choices from the 
emerging data revelaed by the women making the case of a complex paradox. This 
chapter now formulates a summary and conclusion of the entire study concluding with 
my personal reflections. 
A fairly broad social mix of women attending the personal development course Women 
Making Choices was established encompassing a range of age groups, ethnicity, 
religious background, marital status and social class. This provided an indication of the 
variety of women and enabled stratification (Appendix J). Where appropriate, data was 
compared to national and regional averages within the study results. Profiles of the 
women in this study are included (Appendix C). The Results Chapters 8 revealed some 
relatively straightforward aspects of the women's lives which aided profiling and to 
paint a picture of these women. Chapter 9 revealed many qualitative aspects of the 
women's lives not least their power of expression. Women were 'heard' 'talking' 
(Stott, 1987) in polyphonic voices of mixed emotions ranging from; fear, despondency, 
pain, struggle, stress, trepidation, sadness, ignorance, despair and unconsciousness to 
softness, caring, joy, laughter, optimism, logical detachment, boldness, love, hope, 
triumph, success and wisdom. 
The fifty-eight questionnaires, followed-up by thirty-two in-depth interviews were 
analysed within a grounded theory and critical realist framework (discussed in 
Chapter 7). Twelve propositions were posited which led to the discovery of thirty-two 
emergent themes and linked to the propositions (Appendix 1). The themes were 
deduced, broken down, interwoven and synthesized before being clustered again into 
overarching coded areas included; being a woman, patriarchy, society, structure and 
work organization, workllife balance, career and development and interviewing women. 
The subsequent analysis of these themes and their subsets led to the construction of a 
theory on women's choices which defined and problematised 'choice' and 'success' and 
provided original 'metaphorical typology' discovery as well as further insight into 
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women's personal development. The research question explored what, if any, choices 
were open to women and their changing patterns as the centuries are spanned. This 
thesis proposed that the 'ideal' for women undertaking a personal development course 
was one promulgated by the underlying tone of typical personal and professional 
development courses exemplified by Women Making Choices. 
In conclusion and based on the evidence emerging, most women undertaking the 
personal development course Women Making Choices were not making 'choices' in the 
way that such a course implies and the reason for this is both complex and paradoxical. 
Indeed, metaphorical families have been identified to illustrate the associated choice 
level and tensions as follows; "The Hobsons', 'The Serendipities' and 'The Destinies' 
(Appendix J). Most women were not making choices and preferences in the way Hakim 
(2000) suggested. There are many reasons why some women do not have the kind of 
choice implicit in the thesis and course programme title. Some women were not making 
choices due to barriers and associated tensions. These barriers include structures of 
employment, failure to be 'free' to make choices, moral and structural constraints, 
bureaucracy and funding restrictions, lack of money, lack of child and elder care, 
difficulties with male partners, home and family responsibilities, lack of women-
friendly structures, an inhibiting emphasis on image in society, a lack of equal 
opportunities, a lack of a feminist perspective, failure to achieve workllife balance due 
to the demands of 'juggling', lack of flexible working, being under-valued, pre-existing 
social structures and other reasons associated with patriarchy and hegemony. The 
positions of the women were represented as follows; "1 have no choice"; (50%) "I've 
been lucky"; (40%) "1 have a goal" (10%). Thus "Women Making Choices" is a 
complex paradox and for some of the women a contradiction in terms, especially those 
women who do not feel morally or fmancially free to make choices implicit in this title. 
Moreover, women's desire for opportunity was found to be inhibited due in no small 
part to a lack of choices combined with a lack of confidence in a man-made world. In 
retrospect it seems ironic or perhaps fitting that 1 chose 'family' names for the 
typologies given the problematic nature inherent within families. 
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Fenrinist sociology was challenged (Hakim, 1993) for creating 'myths' which included 
seeing childcare problems as a barrier to employment. Hakim up-dated her thesis 
(2000) to 'preference' theory to show that some women do make choices. Yet, from the 
evidence of the women in this study, however, this 'myth' remains grounded in reality 
and grounded in my findings that most women still do not apparently have choice or 
were able to invoke personal agency. My findings therefore contrast to those of 
Hakim's views and 'preference' theory. These challenges and tensions for women 
remain and represent real barriers to be overcome. It is my view that such barriers will 
not be overcome until both society and some women within society also change. . The 
essence of feminism is choices. 
Despite the claims often heard to the contrary the evidence of this data suggests that 
men do not share the 'home' work and some women do not seek market work which 
supports Hakim. Hakim (200) has since argued for gender neutral work-life balance 
policies as in a society where more people are choosing to stay childless, flexible 
working should be an option for all, not only those with young children which are 
mother-friendly. Her argument is that this is a narrow approach due to the fact that the 
EC social policy was focused on sex discrimination in the labour market which has 
created divisions in the work place because it prioritises young parents above other staff. 
Legislation alone is not enough, implementation of policies and good practice is 
required in the workplace to achieve real benefits for women. These welfare policies 
need to be in place for the periods before women start work and after they have had 
children (Briar, 1997). Women have shown how they can achieve and influence 
individually (Bryce, 1994) but what they cannot do is change these underlying 
structures. It requires that those white males, for the most part, who hold power in 
organizations and institutions do their part to create change. Women have been quietly 
rebelling whilst working in a man made world (Breakwell, 1985). Government and 
institutions could do their part to engender further positive change towards equality for 
women (Philips, 1992). 
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The study highlighted a complex paradox because it has shown that personal 
development courses are of high value and benefit to the women on a personal level due 
to the confidence building and assertiveness skills gained and due to the new 
networking skills developed such as the practical hints, tips and advice for dealing with 
change, organisation and for developing themselves. On the other hand, evidence from 
the study show that women are under-achieving and failing to make sufficient progress 
relative to their qualifications and experience when they return to work following a 
career break for children because of their inability to make choices due to moral and 
structural constraints (David, 1997) especially given their caring and family 
responsibilities which women, of necessity, put first. Women who put family first are 
utilizing their talents in raising children and doing voluntary work. However, this does 
seem to be wasting their valuable talent and resource which could be employed for 
market work and public life. Moreover, women who have had children were 
disadvantaged and undervalued in their paid working lives in a way that their male 
partners were not. Personal Development courses cannot change the underlying 
structures and constraints such as those related to employment and income because the 
courses can only focus on an individual approach as distinct from creating structural 
change. 
It is recommended that women should continue to undertake personal development 
courses for the benefits gained at a personal level. Such benefits include; meeting new 
people, networking, leaming and development, acknowledgement of transferable skills, 
building practical tools such as Curriculum Vitae and a personal resource bank and 
career planning which will match the requirements of employers within the constraints 
of the employment agenda and above all increase their self-confidence. It would be 
beneficial for courses to include knowledge-based topics on feminism and equal 
opportunities awareness. Large numbers of women are choosing to seek personal 
development through such courses as Women Making Choices and other personal 
development courses, for example, Assertiveness training. Despite Assertiveness 
training having been in the public domain for many years (Back, 1987) there is no 
evidence to suppose it is needed any the less. In these courses, women enjoy the 'luxury' 
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of thinking about putting themselves first because for most of them this is something of 
a novelty. The personal development programmes provide an opportunity for women to 
be creative for themselves in a safe and supportive and inclusive learning environment 
(Imel, 1995). 
Women Making Choices cannot alter the strictures of structure and the legacy of the past . 
imposed on women and men. These are the traditional patriarchal structures founded 
and built by and for white males governed by the dominant ideology of 'male as 
breadwinner' with nurturing women at home which remains in the bedrock of society's 
structures as well as its psyche, despite massive change and a 21 st century habitus. It 
remains difficult indeed, if not impossible, for women acting alone as 'individuals' 
making choices to do anything to alter such structures and institutions. Intelligent 
women, rightly, understand what employers want but employers and institutions still 
need to change more towards providing even greater flexibility in working arrangements 
and through sharing the care of dependants and the shaping of organizations (Parker et 
ai, 1994). The length and timing of school holidays is one such example of the 
inconvenience caused to women and which disrupts those wishing to pursue careers. 
School holidays traditionally follow a Christian calendar which limits some mothers as 
well as being inconsiderate to those of other faiths (or no faith). Many such 
institutionalized systems do not follow a diversity agenda. Flexible working is 
promoted as the way forward by Government as having benefits for both employers and 
employees. In particular it suits working parents who daily juggle meeting work 
responsibilities with raising children (HMSO, 2001). 
In the course of theorizing perspectives, through examining organisation and patriarchy, 
the paradox of ideology was introduced. This showed how theorising inequalities and 
the agency versus structure debate can be linked to the continuing thread of choices for 
women. This was exemplified with issues around funding and structures which acted as 
a barrier to the women, especially those women who did not conform to the 
requirements of funding principles. Similarly, this was linked to the constraints and 
assumptions which are made as to how women should live their lives in a world where 
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competition and market forces prevail. The expectations 'and achievements for women 
located within a white-male western construction of employment were analysed. This 
clearly showed that success and choice pertain to a gendered and masculine view of the 
world of work which some women have tacitly accepted. On the evidence available, 
many of the women in the study were under-achieving according to a white male and 
western construction of curriculum vitae career achievement. Some women do not wish 
to be constrained by the standards sometimes expected and operate an alternative modus 
operandi to fit in with their childcare responsibilities, or personal interests. Mature 
women's quest for individualism, self-evaluation and self-fulfilment have been 
considered (Cox et aI, 1994). Some of the women of the study seek their own individual 
fulfilment sometimes by other non-career means, for example through undertaking 
voluntary work. 
Education on feminism, equal opportunities and women's issues continue to need to be 
addressed within the education system because women should be aware of their own 
history and their position in the world so that choices can be informed. Women should 
be aware of the backlash due to antipathy towards 'political correctness' as identified 
(Radcliffe-Richards, 1980; Faludi, 1991). As Greer (1971) said "It does not understand 
the phrase "equality of opportunity", for it seems that the opportunities will have to be 
utterly changed and women's souls changed so that they desire opportunity instead of 
shrinking from it ". Women Making Choices should respond to this rallying cry and 
begin to desire and capitalize upon opportunity. Am I now therefore saying women 
should be more like men? Perhaps. Is this sacrilegious to feminism? Perhaps. Do 
women need to be more selfish? Yes but I would reinterpret 'selfish'. Increasing levels 
of self-confidence and acting confidently in the best interests for oneself will ultimately 
serve others in the magnanimous way described by Greer (1971). Certainly it seems 
women need to devote more to career planning whilst simultaneously planning their 
families. Do women need to exercise greater choice for themselves? Yes. I believe 
there is scope for women to loosen their own emotional dependency on caring, on 
gaining approval, on putting themselves before others on being bold and confident. In 
this way they will do greater service to their offspring and to themselves. By putting 
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themselves first they will also help others. It is simply said but inequality continues and 
will do so until work, both paid work and home work is shared by both sexes. Childcare 
should not be seen as an exclusively women's issue because children are the offspring 
of both women and their partners. If 'family' as an institution is to be maintained both 
partners will need to work and this still requires the universal provision of good quality, 
good value childcare for people with children. Most women still have the caring burden 
for the most part which is both a moral responsibility and a structural constraint and 
therefore do not have this choice which creates tension in women's personal lives with 
their partners and in public relationships between women and organisations. 
There therefore exists a complex contradiction between women's desire for opportunity 
which is inhibited and from which they sometimes shrink, due in no small part to some 
women's lack of choices. When this is combined with lack of confidence in a man-
made world this has serious developmental consequences for women. The other serious 
consequences for women are the structures set up, originally with men in mind, without 
thought for the development of women. These structures create ensuing tensions which 
are not easily resolved, for example, government policy which promotes a family 
ideology, organizational hierarchies which lead to imbalances in power relations and 
therefore sexual harassment (Herbert, 1994). Some women, however, do develop their 
confidence and therefore make some real choices but Women Making Choices remains 
deeply complex and paradoxical. 
Further work could usefully be pursued to expand and enrich the evidence in this thesis. 
It would be desirable for greater representation and thus increase the sample size. There 
are other organizations, not just thoe associated with Higher Education, where personal 
development programmes are taking place. It would be interesting to examine other 
programmes within other contexts, for example, the private sector. Given time and 
resource it would be beneficial to create a comparative study and examine the kinds of 
choices existing for women relative to their partners. This could be achieved by 
undertaking a study of, say, matched pairs of men and women. Throughout this study I 
have made clear that there are other aspects of Women Making Choices which could be 
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included within an equal opportunities/diversity approach whereby other groups are 
taken into account. For example, useful work could be undertaken on choices for 
disabled women undertaking personal development or. Black women undertaking 
personal development. There also seems to me to be scope for a psychological 
emphasis, for example through examining the different motivations of women or 
different personality types of women. Another development might include further 
extraction of evidence in relation to the philosophical notions of choice. Of further 
interest would be the pursuit of the identification of personal constructs of women 
which may have a bearing on their behaviours previous, during and subsequent to the 
study. I did reflect that there were many areas of my study which would lend itself to 
further work, depending on one's research interest. For example, there are known to be 
'the big five' theories of personality .. These could be researched to identify the ways in 
which personality impacts on career development and women's choices. I suspect there 
may be gaps in the research in terms of gender bias in psychometric testing which may 
be useful exploration in the field of psychology. Women's choices, from any 
perspective, be it social-cognitive, personality, life planning, gender based is a complex 
phenomena and worthy of study. The scope for future study is therefore immense, 
however, I shall now turn towards considering my personal thoughts and reflections on 
Women Making Choices as I conclude this entire project. 
Reflective Practice entered the literature of social research (Bell and Newby 1977; Bell 
and Roberts 1984; Bryman, 2004) and professional education in the 1980s in relation to 
reflective practice by teachers (ScMn, 1983, 1987). There are several meanings relating 
to this term. The first represents such reflective and recursive life stories which 
recognize that the life story is always a construction in which the interviewer is 
implicated and reflexivity means that spoken words are constitutive of the social world 
in which they are located. Reflexivity is a term used in research methodology to refer to 
a reflectiveness among social researchers about the implications for the knowledge of 
the social world they generate of their methods, values, biases, decisions and mere 
presence in the situation they investigate "the whole question of values and bias is to 
recognize and acknowledge that research cannot be value free but to ensure that there is 
·267 -
no untrammeled incursion of values in the research process and to be self-reflective and 
so exhibit reflexivity" (Bryman, 2004:22:500:543). The following therefore represent 
my personal reflections and reflexivity. 
In considering women globally, within a wider context, in 1980, the United Nations 
declared that "Women constitute half the world's population, perform nearly two-thirds 
of its work hours, receive one-tenth of the world's income and own less than one-
hundredth of the worlds property" (Evans, 1994). This statement continues to exert 
the same profound sense of injustice today as it did in 1980 because little has changed 
and inequality between the sexes remains. Globally, women remain over-worked, 
under-valued and under-paid (United Nations, 2005). On 11 December 1980, 
representatives of 145 Member States met in Copenhagen for the second world 
conference on women to review and appraise the 1975 World Plan of Action, 
Resolution 35/136 was adopted by the General Assembly declaring it the 'decade for 
women'. The consensus then was that significant progress for women had been made. 
Yet, whilst there has been much to celebrate for women there is still a considerable way 
to go (Rees, 1999). Governments and the international cornmunity had made strides 
toward achieving the targets set. For example, an important milestone was the adoption 
by the General Assembly in December 1979 of the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against women. The politics of women's rights and the efforts 
of campaigns, legislation and government action have been objectively appraised and 
the movement has won pyrrhic victories (Carter, 1988). Indeed, overall, feminism and 
the Women's Movement are well documented (Evans and Morgan, 1979). The 
Convention, which has been termed "the bill of rights for women" legally binds Member 
States to report on the steps they have taken to remove obstacles they face in 
implementing the Convention. In an economic, social and political survey of the 
position of women in the world, much progress has been made but the distance still to 
be travelled is huge (Seager, 2003). 
Despite the progress made, the Copenhagen Conference recognized that signs of 
disparity were beginning to emerge between rights secured and women's ability to 
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exercise these rights. To address this concern, the Conference focused on three areas 
where specific action was essential if the broad goals of equality, development and 
peace were to be reached. These three areas were equal access to education, employment 
opportunities and adequate health care services. The Conference adopted a Programme 
of Action, albeit not by consensus, which cited a variety of factors for the discrepancy 
between legal rights and women's ability to exercise these rights, including: 
- Lack of sufficient involvement of men in improving women's role in society; 
- Insufficient political will; 
- Lack of recognition of the value of women's contributions to society; 
- lack of attention to the particular needs of women in planning; 
- A shortage of women in decision-making positions; 
- Insufficient services to support the role of women in national life, such as 
co-operatives, day-care centres and credit facilities; 
- Overall lack of necessary financial resources; 
- Lack of awareness among women about the opportunities available to them. 
The First World Conference on Women was held in Mexico (1975), the second as we 
saw above in Copenhagen (1980), the third in Nairobi (1985), the fourth in Beijing 
(WNC, 1995, 1996), the fifth Finland (2005). Meanwhile, this list of 'rights' remains 
unfulfilled for most women in the globe (Seager, 2003) and it is therefore as relevant 
today as it was in 1980. The World Conference for women, whilst making good 
progress, still appears to be falling short of its goals for women. An American academic, 
in "The End of Order" blamed the emancipation of women on all that is wrong with 
society, something he called 'The Great Disruption'. (Fukuyama, 1997). It is now post 
911 and post 717 following atrocities and we live in a troubled world "at war with 
terrorism ". Many feminists refuted the call to this ''war on terror" even in the name of 
vanquishing traditional patriarchal fundamentalism (Bacchetta et aI, 2001). The world 
can therefore be a frightening place but the world has always been a dangerous and 
frightening place for women and it is a world where women are still second class to 
men. As a woman, a citizen of the globe and a feminist, I reflect upon the notion that I 
am pleased to add to any peaceful 'disruption' which works for positive change towards 
equality for women, the type of equality which embraces difference and sameness and 
which supports redressing the injustice described by the United Nations in 1980; an 
imbalance which continues to this day. Germaine Greer, one of the few iconic, 
contemporary feminists who seems to be both celebrated and derided in equal measure, 
challenged us "what will you do?" (Greer, 1971) and, "its time to get angry again" 
(Greer, 1999). This study may seem a far cry from the global problems of war and 
terror and the place of women in the world relating as it does to a few mature women 
returning to learning. However, as I reflect upon it, my study represents one small 
contribution to knowledge by challenging inequality locally as it questions Women 
Making Choices and the background to the associated tensions. 
Feminism's purpose is to understand women's oppression in order that we might end it 
and to use the experience of living women as the starting point from which to build 
explanatory frameworks which would inform activism and enable identification with the 
following: "Feminism as a praxis is not based on the simple fact of women sharing a 
gender in common, but on a common agenda - the liberation of women" (Kelly, 
1994:28). Feminism consists of doctrine and ideology based on hundreds of years of 
feminist works (Charvet, 1982) and critical theory, and challenges to theory (Pateman 
and Gross, 1986). Feminist research constitutes a self-conscious, political practice, 
whereby the fundamental goal is to change women's lives through the production and 
dissemination of knowledge (Gottfried, 1996). My goal in doing this research was to 
create useful knowledge in the substantive sense of a worthwhile project on women and 
in doing so to make a small difference. 
Reflective practice involves attending to practice in ways which considered what 
teachers were learning from their teaching experiences. My reflections are 
considerations of what I was learning by my facilitation practice and in asking myself 
pertinent self-reflective questions (Ghaye, 2005). For example, how do I self-
consciously examine my own research strategies with critical feminist eyes? Why does 
my topic have to have a feminist perspective and a gender lens anyway? How can I 
- 270· 
write something that is useful and relevant and which will not suffer from being 
incomprehensible as an academic piece of work? I have pondered on the question of 
undertaking the same interviews with men and wondered about their perspective. I have 
considered whether I have established the right themes and what might be missing? I 
have also questioned my affect on different areas and unconscious factors that might be 
brought to bear, for example, internalizing my own stereotypes and thoughts about 
rational choice. 
What was the effect on the women who contributed to my thesis? What was the effect 
on me? What was the joy and what was the pain? What was easy and what was 
difficult? What is the new knowledge and what have I leamed? How did I personally 
impact my investigations? These and many others questions have entered my head from 
time to time as I journeyed with my thesis. Although this chapter represents some of my 
personal reflections of the process, the PhD journey, my readings, some of my journal 
notes, thoughts and considerations, alas it does not always include easy answers to the 
questions I have posed myself. Sokal (1997) famously caused a stir in academe when he 
debunked some of the 'intellectual imposters incomprehensible writing' he had 
encountered in the Humanities and Social Sciences describing it as either 'a load oftosh' 
or deliberate fraud. He said, "it is not enough to say my feminist theory is better than 
your sexist theory, you have to say, why". (BBC Radio 4, Start the Week 29 June 1998). 
This troubled me because so often theory can somehow seem to cloud rather than 
elucidate issues and academic feminism contributes to another form of elitism, a point 
noted by others (Merrill, 2005, Skeggs, 1997; Thompson, 2000). A theory of Women 
Making Choices and the complexities associated therein sometimes appeared to lead to 
yet more questions than clear answers and greater confusion as the tensions blurred. My 
initial resolve was to attempt a comprehensive review of 'what was on offer' to the 
feminist researcher. but also in being and becoming ever more self-aware as a reflective 
practitioner. The challenge of the former was the scale of writing and perspectives 
available (of which more later) but for now in epistemology alone (Cook and Fonow, 
1986) the range is from, for example; feminist methodology, feminist research, 
Christian feminism (Storkey, 1985), taking a look at women historically as 'the weaker 
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vessel' (praser, 1993), postmodemisrn, (Butler, 1992), postmodem legal feminism, 
moral theory, grounded theory, standpoint theory, positivism to destabling theory and 
meta-theoretical issues (Barrett and McIntosh, 1982; Evans, 1995; Harding, 1989; 1983; 
Harding and Hintikka, 1983; Hurnm, 1992). Standpoint theory, to take one example, 
posits a separate and superior female knowledge and means of knowing derived from 
oppression. It postulates a female viewpoint more accurate than that of males, derived 
from women's experience of subordination (Evans, 1995; Harding, 1989). The challenge 
of the latter was to ensure a self-critical, continuous learning approach to my discoveries 
and scholarly activity. For this purpose I armed myself with 'how to' books and guides 
(Leonard, 2001; Murray, 2003; Phillips and Pugh, 1994). 
Many theories are then overwhelmed by the disagreements between and within the 
authors, most especially the contentious 'dualisms' between quantitative versus 
qualitative (Henwood and Pidgeon, 1995), pure versus impure, scientific versus non-
scientific, objective versus subjective, public versus private (Davidoff, 1990; Elshtain, 
1993; Morris and Lyon, 1996). There is then the sociological distinction between sex 
and gender which has been paradigmatic for thirty years and that sex, like gender is a 
discursive construction (Hood-Williams, 1996). More radically even to the 
"abandonment of feminist methodologies in order to advance the broader agenda of 
feminist research" (Millen, 1997). Hanunersley (1992:162) states that "no hypothesis-
testing can or should be theory-free". In other words there is no neutral or value-free 
position possible in social science. As Weber (1982) famously said all research is 
contaminated to some extent by the values of the researcher which aligns to a 
phenomenological approach. So, what were the issues for me? What was the source of 
my drive and passion? Fundamentally my belief, simply put, is that women are still are 
not equal in society and that women are not free to pursue their own agendas. How 
therefore can I translate my issues, thoughts and reflections to a meaningful study that 
will have resonance for others? There were also· issues for me in terms of my 
viewpoints being challenged and the effect on my hypothesis. If one attempts an honest 
answer to the question of how r self-consciously examine my own research strategies 
with critical feminist eyes, it would have to be by firstly looking at some of the others, 
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especially and including non-feminist eyes, as well as by testing the hypothesis with 
theory, and to some extent accepting the values I bring to the work from a feminist 
perspective and within a context of grounded methodology (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) as 
established earlier. Bemard and Meade (1993) referenced female authors by both their 
first and second names because their overriding concern was with the invisibility of 
women which is perpetuated in academic writing. This was tempting but I was 
constrained by the requirements of the University of Loughborough and Harvard 
standards and felt nervous about the possibility of being judged as radical. 
Probably the most serious difficulty I encountered was allowing myself to be so much 
drawn into this arena, especially feminism (s) that I thus devoted much time, effort and 
resource to the already known feminist agenda rather than keeping the focus on the 
study, a hard lesson learned. So what was it that hooked me with feminism? I declared 
my feminist position at the outset as oscillating on an imagined socialist feminist 
continuum. My preferred definition of what feminism is to me personally is that 
described by Hughes and Kennedy (1985) as 'an acute state of awareness about the 
nature and experience of being a woman'. I would even go so far as to state I had this 
awareness long before I ever heard of feminism. In reading, I became entranced by 
notions of female subjection and ground-breaking feminist texts, for example; (Daly, 
1986, 1995; de Beauvoir, 1988, Friedan, 1963, 1997; Gilligan, 1982, Mill, 1989; 
Millet!, 1977, Oakley, 1989, 1990, Rowbotham, 1974, 1977; Wollstonecraft, 
(1792/1992) as well as feminism for beginners (Watkins et al, 1994). This included 
more 'popular' works denoting the war against women and the realities of women's life 
experience (French, 1986, 1993). Then there were the issues around Black feminism 
and inequality (hooks, 1982; Hull and Smith, 1982; Mirza, 1997,2000; Bhachu, 2001; 
Bonnet!, 2000; Nabar, 1995). I was intrigued by the psychology of women (Baker 
Miller, 1978; Billig et al. 1988; Jung, 1991; Johnson, 1986; 1989 for understanding 
women and men's psychology; May, 1967; Nicholson, 1996; Roth, 1990) the psychic 
development of women (Neumann, 1971) and feminism and psychoanalysis (Brennan, 
1989; Craib, 1989; Mitchell, 1974, 1984), the comprehension of sex differences (Hare-
Mustbin and Marecek, 1990; Maccoby, 1975, 1998; Pease, 1999, Squire,1989) and 
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stereotyping (Macrae, 1989, 1996). I studied deeply the poverty of women (Castle, 
1980, Evason, 1991, Joshi, 1995, Land, 1992, Lewis and Piachaud, 1992, Lister, 1990, 
1997; Morgan, 1994; Rathbone, 1909, 1924, 1925; Rowntree, 1902, 1921, 1941; 
Townsend, 1991; Williams, 1992). I grappled with patriarchy (Acker, 1989; Walby, 
1986, 1990; Witz, 1992) and pornography (Dworkin, 1981, 1988; Seifert, 2002). In 
particular the idea that pornography is linked, directly or indirectly to violence and that 
it is also related to freedom of movement for women in society (Bonner and Goodman, 
1992; Harris, 1987). I had read about feminist ethnography (Abu-Lughod, 1991) in 
terms of my research approach and dabbled with postrnodemism (Appignanesi and 
Garratt, 1995, Jencks, 1986, Lovibond, 1990; Modleski, 1991). I gained a new 
perspective on women and the law (Kennedy, 1992). I was and remain smitten with 
issues around women and language (Cameron, 1985, Gibbon, 1999, Haden, Kristeva, 
1980, 1992; Lacan, 1982, Lakoff, 1975; Moi, 1986; Rich, 1978; Richardson and 
Robinson, 1994; Spender, 1985, 1995, 1999; Tannen, 1991, 1992, 1994). There were 
criticisms of Freud and Lacan (Grosz, 1990). I had been personally involved with 
writing on equal opportunities (BagiJhole and Robinson, 1997) and read others in this 
arena (Clements and Spink, 1994; Cousseyand Jackson, 1991; Kandola and Fullerton, 
1998; Liff and Ward, 2001, Mithaug, 1996) including inequalities in medicine (Alien, 
1988, Riska and Wegar, 1993, Robinson, 1994). My passion with feminism meant that 
I wanted to include women's oppression (Barrett, 1988) and discrimination (Mackinnon, 
1979) women's work and family (Tilly and Scott, 1987) as well as develop a greater 
understanding of feminist theory (Beasley, 1999, Crawley and Himmelweit, 1992; 
Curthoys, 1988), female hierarchies (Abernethy, 1978; Acker, 1990; chance, 1978), 
women's careers in business and organization (Alien, 1993, Apter, 1985, Ashbumer, 
1994; Ledwith and Colgan, 1996), successful women (Newman, 1991; McRae, 1982, 
1996), women as entrepreneurs (Carter and Cannon, 1988) and gender conflict in 
organizations (Martin, 1990). The notion of the superiority of women was enlightening 
(Montagu, 1970) and what was it exactly that women wanted? (Duffy, 1993, 
Eichenbaum and Orbach, 1990 and what do men think about that? (Coe, 1992; 
Collinson et ai, 1990, Lydon, 1992). Why is there an inevitable backlash to feminism? 
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(Faludi, 1991). Moreover, why do women have a go at each other? (Orbach and 
Eichenbaurn, 1987). And is that what I am doing myself in my conclusions? In seeking 
to support women am I attacking them too? There were also other necessary 
distractions, for example, into the realm of setting the political context at the time of the 
study in Chapter 2 and wider aspects of personal development (Harwood and Denicolo, 
1996), particularly the education of mature women (Ball, 2000; David, 1997; Edwards, 
1993, Reay, 1997) and aspects including Europe (Buckley and Anderson, 1988; Rees, 
1992) developed in Chapter 6. 
But to return to feminism. The orthodoxy of feminist research as being 'by', 'for' and 
'about' women (Bowles and Duelli Klein, 1983) has been challenged and feminist 
research has struggled to define feminisms' distinctiveness (Glucksman, 1994 in 
Maynard and Purvis, 1995). Feminist research acquires its legitimacy through bringing 
women's own understanding of their experience to 'the project'. Instead of silencing 
women it encourages women to speak. Feminist research challenges and confronts 
male-centred knowledge. Thus, research feminists emphasize the importance of 
listening to, recording and understanding women's own descriptions and accounts. 
(Bowles and Duelli Klein, 1983; Stanley and Wise, 1983, Maynard and Purvis 1995). 
Feminist research understands that the act of speaking about experience is to culturally 
and discursively constitute it (Foucault 1981, 1986). 
An interesting angle was to look at meeting my needs as 'teacher/facilitator' and the 
women's' needs as 'learners' in the context of Women Making Choices through 
applying the principles of personal construct psychology (pep) (Pope and Denicolo, 
2001). Working in an educational setting requires a particular construct of education 
with many differing views of what education is and how it co-exists with other forms. 
Problems are thought to arise when there are misunderstandings between alternative 
forms and values attached to education (Pope and Denicolo, 2001). It is said, for 
example, . that consciousness is constrncted rather than produced completely 
autonomously by the individual so that if narrative is divorced from the social context 
we may perpetuate ideological pressures which influence thought and behaviour. A 
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summary of contrasts between the researcher and participant and their levels of 
engagement and reflections of the narrative process has been produced making a 
distinction between reflection in action and reflection on action (Kompf, In Pope and 
Denicolo, 2001). This I incorporated into my own model (see Chapter 7). In doing so, 
this enabled me to reflect on the implications of my own personal construct psychology 
for classroom practice and how far, what I do, could be said to be transforrnative 
education. 
Feminist researchers have shown how traditional methodologies have excluded women 
(Harding, 1987) but feminist research has been shown to have devoted its efforts on 
white western women and has therefore unwittingly produced its own oppressive 
paradigms (hooks, 1982; Fawcett, 2000). Another aspect to feminist research therefore 
is the unique understanding gained through researching women's lives and studying 
other forms of women's oppression. This includes, for example, race, ethnicity, class 
and disability and sexuality in women's experiences (Feminist Review, 1987). I had 
also considered lesbian ethics, separatism and radicalism (Brunet and Turcotte, 1988). 
It was important, therefore, that I continued to develop my 'diversity conscience'. I can 
say that during the ten years of my study, on several occasions when I've explained to 
people that it is a Women's Issues project, people have asked me if I am a lesbian or 
have made negative reference to feminism, along the predictable lines of "I agree with a 
lot of it but I'm not a feminist". Feminism therefore to me is an endlessly fascinating 
and frustrating passion but whilst ever people view me as strange in studying women it 
is sometimes personally difficult to express feminism's credentials. Social Science, 
Social Policy, Women's Studies, Feminism and myself within these topics are 
sometimes caught 'between a rock and a hard place' in their own ambivalence 
(Crowley, 1999). 
All feminist work is theoretically grounded, whatever perspective is adopted and as such 
"No feminist study can be politically neutral. completely inductive or solely based in 
grounded theory. This is a contradiction in terms". (Maynard and Purvis 1995:23). On 
the other hand, Stanko (1994:96) does not believe there is 'a' feminist research 
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perspective. She relied upon intensive interviews and ethnography as her 
methodological stronghold and worked from a perspective which asserts that women's 
voices, as different as they are from each other, converge into some common themes 
which appear just like grounded theory. In my view, there is a distinct feminist 
perspective whereby issues of necessity should be viewed with a gender lens but how far 
can I attribute my social conditioning to my exposure to feminism and feminist thought? 
(Feminist Review, 2000). I'm afraid I don't know the answer to that question 
completely. My goal in doing research was to create useful knowledge and in doing so, 
make a difference but Kelly (1994) believed feminist research has lost its way. This is 
due in no small part to the fact that women inside academe are separated from women 
outside and academic feminists respond to a masculine hierarchy between theory and 
practice which is, of necessity, reproduced in academe. This corresponds to Kelly's 
(ibid) notion of "the academic division of labour" and the status and location of 
researchers. 
I identified with Skegg's (1995:84) who said she was writing for an entry ticket into 
academia and the doctorate was her apprenticeship. Other difficulties involved 
logistics, planning and organizing of my work. I am reminded of one particular 
example. I had made an arrangement to meet a woman at a local hospital car park. 
Each of us waited patiently for one another for an hour before we both decided to call it 
a day. Subsequently, on re-establishing contact there had been a clear mis-
communication problem associated with the local name of the car park! At this time 
neither of us had a mobile phone. This represented just one of the frustrating difficulties 
of conducting field research, especially as a part-time student. 
It has been said that participating in a research project is unlikely, in the vast majority of 
cases, to transform the conditions of women's lives. "We cannot, for example, provide 
access to alternative housing options, childcare places or a reasonable income" (Kelly, 
1994:37). However, good research does have the benefit of feeding into social policy. 
Stacey (1988) said women are being used to further our careers. However, given the 
scope of my research and because it is embedded in a practical framework of training 
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courses, this did afford the achievement of real practical benefits for the lives of the 
women, indeed transfonnative education. My justification in relation to the women in 
my study is that they were not victims but active participants. The evidence for this is to 
be found amongst the letters and emails I have received informing me of their successes 
and achievements following training and in the validation of the work that I do 
including the process of interviewing the women. 
There were potential ethical problems that could have ensued following an interview. 
When listening to emotional or psychologically problematic narratives this can put a 
responsibility on the researcher. On occasion, when leaving the interview it crossed my 
mind that my questions could have potentially induced consciousness-raising at the 
least, where none apparently previously existed, or in some cases a complete re-thinking 
of their lives. If so, I was potentially leaving them bereft in tenns of counselling or any 
kind of follow-up to guide them through their problems. However, all the women knew 
they could contact me again and if further support was required, I could at least try and 
re-direct them to appropriate sources of advice or support. As things turned out no-one 
came back to me with any issues or difficulties. The validity of masculine 'objective' 
knowledge has been thought of as superior to and excluding of women's personal 
experiences. Feminist research validates the power of women's experience. However, 
we are also warned about women's accounts of other women's power over them "It is an 
uncomfortable conclusion for feminism that women can put considerable effort into 
achieving their own subordination to men, or into subordinating other women" 
(Holland and Ramazanoglu in Maynard and Purvis 1995:130). One therefore had to 
exercise great caution in the use of one's power in this context. 
Over the years, feminists have made a convincing case in respect of patriarchy that men 
in many respects and many situations 'really' dominate women. This claim has rested 
heavily on women's own accounts of their experiences. Such accounts have forced a 
reconceptualization of violence, sexuality, marriage, domestic labour and so on. 
Women's accounts have not then simply spoken for themselves; they have been actively 
interpreted, conceptualized and been publicised by feminists. Glucksman (1995) has 
·278 -
described the naivete of feminist research in the early days and the idea of 
'empowerment' when in actual fact feminist research became more academic while 
feminist politics went into decline. Glucksman (ibid) moumed the passing of the various 
groupings that formed the Women's Movement but subsequently declined. (Glucksman 
1995:149). For myself, I see this as important too; my question is how feminist politics 
can be reasserted to produce long term gain rather than short term backlash. But just as 
I concern myself with backlash again I should perhaps think on to post-feminism. We 
know women are celebrating difference rather than equality and new woman does not 
see herself as victim. Women's oppression has been deconstructed and women's 
culture reclaimed perhaps but maybe we feminists still have much to do (Greer, 1999; 
Moi, 1986; Phoca and Wright, 1999). 
Most of the methods which have been endorsed as 'feminist' were not created by 
feminism: in-depth interviews, ethnography, grounded theory and action research all 
have non-feminist origins and histories. For example, reflexivity and reflecting on the 
process of doing research, as I undergo this process. here, is not specific to feminism, 
and locating oneself within both question and topic, whilst relatively unusual, is not 
unknown in the history of social research (Bryman, 2004; Denzin, 1970). This suggests 
that what makes research 'feminist' is not the methods as such, but the framework within 
which they are located, and the particular ways in which they are deployed. Developing 
feminist research practice is where all aspects of how the research is conducted are 
involved. Accepting this definition of feminist research involves recognizing that the 
knowledge we create, and the process of its creation will always be contested, since it 
begins from theoretical assumptions and has intended practical applications about which 
there is unlikely to be a consensus. 
Oakley (1981) showed how traditional interviewing paradigms have tried but failed to 
conceive of a one-way process because invariably respondents ask questions of the 
interviewer thereby creating a social interaction. This contradicts formal methods of 
approach to research which seeks to objectify respondents as 'data' and having no 
personal meaning. Oakley (ibid) described the interview process as essentially a 
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conversation which combines social interaction exchanges between people in 
conversation with scientific searching. Oakley (ibid) opens the door to the esoteric 
world of research interviews describing it thus ... 
"Interviewing is rather like marriage: everybody knows what it is, an awful lot of 
people do it, and yet behind each closed front door there is a world of secrets" 
(Oakley, 1981 :31). 
For example, in the course of conducting my interviews there was all manner of social 
interaction and disclosure going on especially whilst at respondent's homes. TIlls was 
usually in respect of food and drink being offered and social chit-chat or 'small talk', 
which may not necessarily sit comfortably with the 'predominantly masculine model' of 
. objectivity, detachment, hierarchy and science required to gain legitimacy of research. 
Would the same results have been captured by a male researcher for example? Oakley 
(ibid) has explained how gender stereotyping means that women researchers may be 
characterized as sensitive, subjective and intuitive as distinct from superior, rational and 
objective and relates this psychology to patriarchy. Moreover, a sociology of feelings 
and emotion does not exist. Sociology in fact mirrors society in not looking at social 
interaction from the viewpoint of women: 
"Through the prism of our technological and rationalistic culture, we are led to 
perceive and feel emotions as some irrelevancy or impediment to getting things 
done" (Oakley, 1981:41) 
Oakley's practical difficulties in 'sociologically' interviewing women led her to adopt 
different approaches to the text book paradigm so that when a feminist interviews 
women there are new patterns which include answering questions asked by the 
'respondents' and being social, and friendly even to the point of making friends. 
Therefore, in my research, I attempted to straddle the fine line between understanding 
that I will be judged on taking a rigorous, scientific approach and yet at the same time 
being woman-centred, feminist and feminine. TIlls is why Oakley's paper is entitled On 
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Interviewing Women: A contradiction in Terms but also why I was ever mindful of the 
warning that: 
"Interviewees are people with considerable potential for sabotaging the attempt 
to research them" (Oakley 1981:56). 
It was also why I wanted to incorporate such contradiction in my thesis, highlighting the 
complexities on many levels. Finch (1984) It's great to have someone to talk to 
discussed the ethics and policy of interviewing women. Silverman (1993) described as 
'naIve' those interviewers who elect an open-ended interview schedule in a desire to 
glean authenticity as failing to recognise they have characteristics in common with 
media interviewers who ask 'how do you feel?' and with tourists who search for 
authenticity but end up with more of the same. It is also important to recognise the 
problematic analytic status of interview data which is both situated and textual (Mishler: 
1986). "Positivistic sociologists will have to give up their belief in the stupidity of 
common sense ways of acting but equally, interpretivist sociologists and some feminists 
will have to abandon their commitment to the transcendent character of 'experience' - a 
commitment that I have described elsewhere as little short of 'romantic' "(SiIverman, 
1993:195). SiIverman's is a 'standard text' on analyzing qualitative interviews and yet 
he seems harsh in his approach and perhaps reveals a slip of academic snobbery but he 
does say that "ultimately, the social scientist must analyse rather than simply let the 
participants speak for themselves" SiIverman (1993). The contradiction between this 
and the feminist aim to let women speak for themselves and the importance of the 
emergence of' experience' is apparent. However, at this point it was clear to me that my 
approach was less purist and certainly more interactionist than positive. 
It has been shown in a research study on patients how their accounts took on a dramatic 
quality by relating 'atrocity stories' in which the researcher was encouraged to empathize 
with the patient's difficulties. It was suggested that patients were able to give vent to 
thoughts or to highlight their own rationality. (Webb and Stimson, 1976) This was 
another important area to be aware of, no matter how fascinating the 'atrocity' accounts. 
I was made acutely aware of this once or twice during the course of my interviewing. 
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The evidence in one interview was the recounting by a respondent of how her previous 
partner had held a knife against her throat. Another graphically described how she was 
left for dead in a pool of a blood in front of her young son. On the other hand, as a 
feminist researcher, it was also important to believe what one is being told no matter 
how dramatic or 'atrocious' some of the personal stories recounted. Not for the first 
time, I felt the dilemma of contradictory positions in attempting valid research. It was 
also impossible to know for certain whether people were actually telling the 'true' facts 
of the matter, (see Chapter 7) although I had no reason to suppose otherwise. There 
were some interesting difficulties in establishing the facts of income because, for 
example, one person had not told the CSA (Child Support Agency) about her husband's 
income on his instructions (shortly before he left her). Another explained that her 
partner lived next door because they considered the arrangement more fmancially 
beneficial than co-habiting. Such instances served to demonstrate unforeseen problems 
when conducting a survey of this kind and why comparisons have been made to other 
recognised publications. It was important to avoid the temptation to 'get carried away' in 
an inappropriately 'imaginative' style. It struck me that Charmaz's (1983:120) 
statements were overlaid with too much interpretation which was a useful research 
lesson to learn and part of developing my own technique "Each researcher who adopts 
the approach likely develops his or her own variations o/technique" (ibid:125). 
It is fair to confess at the outset that there had been certain assumptions on my part, for 
example, that the main problems for the women in the study were likely to be in relation 
to the absence of child care. This absence, I had supposed, would be the reason for the 
seeming lack of choice in some of the women's lives. Ten years ago I believe I did not 
originally hypothesise elder care as being significant, although I had been exposed to 
these issues previously. Neither did I think deeply about the philosophical aspects of 
choice at the beginning, this emerged due to my discursive reading. I suspected and 
hoped that once individuals had recognised for themselves that they do have choices that 
they could be motivated to make changes for themselves. My fear was that this might 
not be true for all of the women. Preconceived ideas as distinct from a hypothesis are 
not good for PhD students so I had to work hard on distancing myself from some of my 
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long held aprior 'assumptions' and prejudices. (Bell, 1987). Were I to start this study 
again my attention to and orientation of the questions would perhaps be different but 
this is only possible with the benefit of knowledge of all the response sets. It is possible 
to think that this entire study could be a pilot for a much larger study. The level of trust 
placed in me was rewarding and there was a real sense of privilege in being invited into 
some of the women's homes for the interviews and to have the opportunity to discuss 
personal aspects of the women's lives. This suggested the women were genuinely 
interested and trusted me. 
The chapter on methodology (Chapter 7) discussed how feminist research methods do 
not necessarily conform to the orthodox paradigms of text-book, masculine and 
scientific perfection. 'The goal of perfection in interviewing is "unattainable'" 
(Oakley:1981:51). In feminist interviews, the primary orientation is towards the 
women's subjective experiences and there is an acknowledgement of the relationship 
developing between the interviewer and the interviewee. The in-depth interviews 
conducted for this study created a sense of developing relationships and therefore fit 
more readily into Oakley's feminist methodological stance. The women tell their own 
stories through their own narratives. Some of the women's thoughts might be 
considered not at all surprising and exactly what one might reasonably expect of any 
'everyday' conversation. Another reading lies in the power of capturing women's voices 
and committing them to the printed page. The variable extent to which women are 
making choices in dealing with the 'stuff' of everyday life and their strategies for coping 
creates an intriguing and paradoxical combination. A variety of outcomes and readings 
therefore seems eminently appropriate for Women Making Choices. It is impossible in 
analysis to do full credit to the women who so willingly shared of themselves. It is 
acknowledged in the methodology that for further validity it may have been desirable to 
interview male partners where appropriate but this was not possible within the scope of 
the study. 
Managing a PhD 'project' has its own literature (Phillips and Pugh, 1994; Murray, 
2003). Criteria for a successful doctorate is also something of a difficulty. For 
example, apparently, one is to make a claim for originality whilst at the same time 
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showing intellectual modesty (Murray, 2003). Others have put it this way "A PhD has 
to have something about it that's theoretically exciting and original, without being 
world-shattering. But .. originality is the critical thing. And excitement. Something 
that grabs you. Its not just a competent pragmatic piece of work. There's something 
behind it that shows the person is engaged in the debate (Delamont et aI, 2000:36). 
This poses yet more questions for me, is my work original and exciting? 1 believe so 
but then 1 would say that, wouldn't I? 
The PhD process, whilst producing some joy to satisfY a passion requires determination 
to maintain the focus. For me research writing is a constructive process that uses data to 
build theory, to make decisions about analysis and interpretation and accurate reporting 
of my results within a theoretical framework. 1 understand better that doing things this 
way as dedicated research work constrains rhetoric and becomes a negotiation of 
knowledge (Torrance and Thomas, 1994). Embarking on a PhD study inevitably leads to 
some glitches and an assortment of 'issues' encountered during the course of 
interviewing. Unintended outcomes may also include some positive aspects to the 
process and even occasional compliments. The following extracts and snap-shots show 
how the interviews represent some of these unintended outcomes and some lessons on 
questioning techniques. They also show some examples of missed opportunities, 
humour, interest and empathy. 
Leading questions - one example: 
ER 'Do you feel comfortable with your body/image '? 
'Not really' 
ER 'Is that because .... why is that?' (Phyllis/56) 
A quick recovery and retrieval was noted when re-running the tape from asking a 
leading question to asking an open one, it is to be hoped it wasn't noticed at the time. 
'I haven't got any that I care for. I have got my father who is elderly and my 
step-Mum but they're relatively able to look after themselves' . 
- 284-
In retrospect, perhaps it would have been better to have explored with probing questions 
what was meant by 'relatively' which may have offered further evidence of the caring 
undertaken which she may have been dismissing. This, potentially, represented a 
missed opportunity. 
'] left school at sixteen but I never went to school much for the last year because 
it changed from all girls to a mixed and] wasn't too keen on that '. 
Similarly, on hearing this comment again and seeing it written down it could have 
usefully been further explored. Why wasn't she keen? 
'I think probably I would have preferred something health related' (Eileenl44) 
Pursuing and understanding the reasons why Eileenl44 was interested in health may 
have been of value. These missed opportunities are frustrating for the researcher and 
show how much more can still be gleaned from qualitative interviewing. The learning 
here is that even when one is asking follow-up and probing questions there are always 
more questions to ask especially if one listens carefully to the prompts. Nevertheless, I 
did feel that one of my successes was my ability to build rapport and trust with the 
women and to get them to 'open up' and discuss issues in safety. I was also able to 
naturally ask follow up questions to elicit further information. 
'I honestly don't know, except in the sense] tend to be a bit pessimistic 
about the future. I do worry about the children' (Eileenl44). 
ER 'Pessimistic in what connection?' 
Asking this follow-up question enabled me to explore Eileen's concern over whether or 
not her children would have jobs. 
ER 'How would you describe your life so far'? 
'Crisis management (laughs)' (Heather/44). 
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Although one has to be careful to take people seriously; it is well known that a lot of 
truth is indeed spoken in jest. Heather was a good example of a person who tried to 
make light of her situation which was in fact difficult and tragic. One learns to take care 
with humour. Respondents seemed to find the discussions about men (Iron and Bly, 
1990) the most light-hearted point of the interview and it created a welcome opportunity 
for humour. 
'Basically, the world looks at you differently. I can see progress from the 
seventies with women's lib but whether we like it or not we're still not there. I 
suppose that's it, they're always two or three steps in front of a woman because 
of the dangly bit between their legs (laughter)' (Amelia/43). 
A case of Freudian penis envy perhaps. Given that all the subjects were women, 
obviously topics could only. be discussed from a female perspective. The repeated 
theme from the women was that it is still 'a man's world' (Breakwell, 1985) where men 
were controlling and dominant in their lives and many 'put up with it' because the 
alternative for those vulnerable to poverty would have been worse. Why do so many 
women continue to use this tenn? I wonder whether men think it is a man's world. It 
has been interesting to see the furore created recently by Michael Buerk (BBC, 2005) 
where he expressed a concern that women are taking over the world following the top 
BBC newsreader spot going to Fiona Bruce. 
Some women talked about how they left their men but it was nonnally at a high 
financial cost to themselves. The women were, in the main, almost accepting about 
their situations, never losing the capacity to see the funny side of life. Yet, they also 
expressed the hope that times were changing. Despite perceptions of women 'male 
bashing' there was little evidence of this in my study. It was interesting to ponder, 
however, that a resort to humour might also signify a need to deal with oppression at a 
level that can be coped with, a way of dealing with some of the more serious aspects of 
life. 
It is a well known phenomenon that when an interview is concluded that is usually the 
time when a respondent will really start to open up (Roberts, 1984) especially once the 
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tape is switched off. One case I remember in particular, a woman went on to describe at 
great length details of the affair she was conducting. It occurred to me that she had 
probably been keen to tell me about it but had not been prepared to commit the details to 
tape. It was a useful reminder of the formality of conducting an interview. Below are 
some extracts of the comments noted when the formal interview was fInished. 
'Is that it? that wasn't very painfUl, so what are you doing now?' 
(Amelia/43). 
'/ wasn't quite sure, / knew your PhD was about women 's interests' (Fiza/ZS). 
Fiza was quite shy and quietly spoken and gave short sometimes monosyllabic answers. 
The moment the tape was turned off she then enthusiastically told me all about her trip 
to Pakistan and wouldn't stop talking. She chatted away almost like a different person. 
This is a real issue for researchers. I had made preparation for this likelihood and 
prepared respondents for my note-taking so the learning is that other methods for 
. recording should always be to hand. The women were interested in what I was doing 
and therefore it felt more of a reciprocal process. In some ways a lack of confIdence and 
their desire to please was apparent. They sought reassurance that they were 'all right' 
and doing what I needed. SignifIcantly, many referred to the interview being 'painless '. 
This did make me wonder what on earth they had been expecting. 
I have attempted to self-consciously examine my own research strategies with my own 
critical feminist eyes and all my background reading convinced me that my topic had to 
have a feminist perspective. I have, to use the language of Reflective Practice, begun to 
accumulate the authority of experience and of reason. The use of plain language was 
my preferred style to provide coherence. However, I arn only too aware that making 
meaning plain is easier said than done. I came to what I saw as the obvious conclusions 
emerging from the data and metaphorical families immediately jumped into my mind 
but then I became virtually obsessed with trying to test them and check them out with 
other people to test whether they worked as metaphors and whether they were 
sufficiently succinct as a description to encapsulate and reduce something that was 
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really complicated. Deliberating over this was frustrating, I renamed all my families 
several times over before going back to my original thoughts. 
Many traditional female adult education courses are not concerned with empowerment 
or moving them on in a significant sense. In some cases women are constrained by 
social custom and such courses appear to act as a 'containment'. Moreover disdain is 
often expressed for 'women's subjects (McGivney, 1993). This represents one view of 
women's personal development courses but it is a legitimate view. As a provider of 
adult education for women I am concerned to ensure that the delivery of my courses are 
not merely containment but that they provide real benefit for the women whose talent 
and potential so often remain unfulfilled. Dialogical feminism combined with adult 
education, academics and 'other women' (Merrill, 2005) has opened up a feminist 
theory and practice for the 21 st century which has the potential to equalize women 
through the active participation of all including non-academic women. It enables all 
women to decide how they will continue the struggle to overcome oppression perhaps 
within the context of adult education to be involved in social transformation. 
In my professional practice, whilst considering women and femininity and the 
differences between men and women and within women, I now feel it is necessary also 
to consider men and masculinity in relation to personal development in order to bring 
men and women together in a mature way to continue the exploration of gender 
development. Wild (1999) provides insight into how we can work with men for change. 
I still see the need for single gender development. However, I am currently, with others 
in Higher Education, designing a mixed development programme (MOSAIC) as a 
diversity initiative to run alongside single gender development. The acronym MOSAIC 
stands for Maximising Our Skills and Increasing Confidence to apply to both women 
and men. 
There has, I believe, been a mainly positive effect on the women who contributed to my 
thesis. This has been evidenced by some of their subsequent letters to me. The effect 
on me has been a renewed appreciation of the respondents. This study was not designed 
to be longitudinal despite the fact that for reasons explained elsewhere it has taken ten 
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years to complete. I decided to write a letter to all fifty-eight women on 4 July 
2005 to try and catch up with them in terms of their life and career. Sadly, but not 
surprisingly, many letters were returned by the Post Office as 'return to sender' or 
'unknown at this address'. I have presumed the remainder have chosen not to reply for 
one reason or another. However, to my delight I did receive seven responses, one 
negative, in terms of the woman being in extremely difficult circumstances which 
included dealing with bereavement following the tragic death of one of her children. 
The other six were highly positive in tone. For example, one expressed her delight at 
being picked from sixty application forms for a job. Another recalled "the good times 
and how life took a turn for the better after the course". Another said the course 'gave 
me the confidence to accept a job' she was offered which she stayed in for six years 
before retiring as well as taking extra qualifications and another said "I am a much 
stronger person" and another the course 'encouraged us to recognize and build on 
existing skills (which many of us thought we didn't possess)'. These letters were 
heartening and a joy to read as I remembered the women so well from Women Making 
Choices. 
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APPENDIX A 
Questionnaire 
Success, Choice And Equal Opportunities 
A Study of Women Returners enrolled on a Personal Development 
Course 
Spoken introduction and assurance on confidentiality 
I am conducting this interview because of my interest in Women's Studies 
and my desire to help women fulfil their potential. The interviews will form 
the basis of my PhD thesis at Loughborough University. The findings will 
be written up and all information will be treated confidentially. Most 
questions are fairly general, some are quite specific and one or two are 
quite personal. Individuals will not be identifiable in any publication. I do 
need to tape the interview to ensure I obtain an accurate record of your 
responses. 
Thank you very much for agreeing to be interviewed. 
Standard Data 
1 Name and Address: 
2 Age: 
3 Ethnicity/Religion 
Ethnicity tick: 
0 Bangladeshi 
0 Black-Caribbean 
Black African 0 
Black Other 0 
Chinese 0 
Indian 0 
Pakistani 0 
White 0 
Other O( describe) 
For Office Use 1nl 
Case Number 
0 
Religion tick: 
Athiest 0 
Christian 0 
Hindu 0 
Jew 0 
Muslim 0 
Other O( describe) 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
Single: 
Single with partner 
Married 
Education 
(circle) 
No qualifications 
Technical qualifications 
D 
D 
D 
Secretarial (RSA Word processing/Shorthand/Office practice) 
CSE/GCEs/Equ ivalent 
How many? 
Grades and Subjects 
GCE A Levels/Equivalent 
How many? 
Grades and Subjects 
.. 
Higher Education (Degrees, teaching certificates, higher degrees) 
Vocational courses (ie teaching, nursing etc) 
describe 
Any other notable achievements? 
Os 
Children 
Do you have children? 
[5 
D 
D 
D 
D 
Sex 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
Did you leave work to have children?/for another reason? If so, what 
reason? 
How long was your break for children? 
What job did you do before you left work? 
Why did you do that job/work? 
Who looks after the child/children normally? 
Who looks after the child/children when they are ill? 
Work 
Do you do voluntary work? If so, what? 
Are you in paid employment? 
If so, what is your job? 
How many hours do you do in paid work? 
How do you feel about going out to work? 
Home 
Do you stay at home full-time? 
If at home, how do you mostly spend your time? 
How do you feel about not going out to work? 
Do you want to go out to work? 
If yes, why? 
Who does the housework? 
Do you care for an elderly/sick relative? 
Interests 
Do you have any interests outside of home? 
Ifso, what? 
If not, why not? 
Income 
In your household, whose work is paid the most? 
(CIE = Chief Income Earner) 
What is that income? 
Less than 5K 
Between 5 - 10K 
Between 10 - 20K 
Between 20 - 30K 
Over30K 
(circ/e) 
Income Support (State Benefit)/Waged/hourly rate/Salaried 
What is your income? 
Less than 5K 
Between 5 - 10K 
Between 10 - 20K 
Between 20 - 30K 
Over30K 
Type circle: 
Prompt (Family allowance, family credit, income support etc) 
Waged/hourly rate 
Salaried 
Amount circle: 
Do your outgoings exceed your income? 
Social Class 
Your Social Class ( circle) Partner's Social Class 
Working Class 
Middle Class 
Upper Class 
I 11 III IV V VI 
Working Class 
Middle Class 
Upper Class 
* (as classified by the Registrar General) 
Do you think you have changed class? 
From where to where? 
Choice 
I have a choice about whether or not to go out to work? 
Strongly Agree/Agree/NeutrallDisagree/Strongly Disagree (circle) 
Circle answer - explain your reasons? 
Overall, I have exercised choice in my life? 
Strongly Agree/Agree/NeutrallDisagree/Strongly Disagree ( circle) 
In what ways? 
If you could choose anything, what else would you have done in your life? 
Success 
How would you describe success? 
Would you say you have been successful by your definition of success? 
In what ways? 
Looking back - Do you ever think of doing something differently in your 
life? If so, what would you do differently? 
Role Models 
Who do you admire/respect as a role model (eg someone you would like 
to be like) 
Life Questions 
How would you describe your life so far? 
Dealing with Change in Your life 
What causes you the most problems in your life? 
What have you learned from life? 
I am going to show you a list of "criteria for success" please rank them in 
order of importance and add any other criteria you think may be important. 
Ability 
Ambition 
Communication skills 
Confidence 
Education 
Hard Work 
Health 
Image 
Luck 
Organisation skills 
Perseverance 
Support 
Family/Friends/Relationships 
Sex Differences 
What is the best thing about being a woman? 
What do you think is the best thing about being a man? 
What is the worst thing about being a woman? 
What do you think is the worst thing about being a man? 
In what key ways do you think women are different to men? 
(Physical and other) 
Do you feel comfortable with your body/image? 
Women Returners Course 
What did you want from undertaking a women retumers/personal 
development course?/ 
Did you get what you wanted? 
What else Would you have liked? 
Follow up what happened 6 - 12 months later? 
Equal Opportunities 
What do you understand by the term Equal Opportunities? 
Do you think Equal Opportunities for women has been achieved? 
Feminism 
What do you understand by the term feminism? 
Are you a feminist? 
Aspirations - Looking Forward 
What do you want in the future? 
Thank you very much. 
APPENDIXB 
Letter of Invitation 
12 FemRoad 
Cropwell Bishop 
Notts 
NG123BU 
To: All Women who have participated in Personal Development Courses 
October 1997 
Dear All 
WOMEN. A Study of SUCCESS, CHOICE AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES (Working 
Title) 
Introduction and assurance on confidentiality 
I am conducting the above survey because of my interest in Women's Studies and my desire 
to help women fulfil their potential. The survey will form the basis of my PhD thesis at 
Loughborough University. The findings will be written up and all information will be treated 
confidentially. Some questions are fairly general, some are quite specific and one or two are 
quite personal. Not all of the questions will be applicable to you personally, please answer 
those that are relevant. Individuals will not be identifiable in any publication. 
You may know it is sometimes quite difficult for researchers to obtain sufficient responses 
for surveys of this kind, especially when its students (like me) who are requesting 
information! For that reason 1 would like to assure you that it is all in a good cause and to 
thank you very much in advance in the hope that you will agree to participate. 
Yours faithfully 
Elaine Robinson 
Researcher 
Enc 
P. S I enclose a stamped addressed envelope for you to return the completed questionnaire. 
APPENDIXC 
Brief Profiles of Respondents 1 - 58 
Joy (1/32) is a 32 year old married mother of 2 young children, a boy and a girl and is a 
senior clerk working in medical education who enjoys studying and playing the guitar. 
Eileen (2/44) is a 44 year old married mother of2 teenagers, a boy and a girl. She 
works as an administrator in a University and enjoys science. 
Heather (3/44) is a 44 year old married mother of one. She has a background as a 
computer systems analyst but currently works in project management. 
Andrea (4/48) is 48 married and has no children. Until relatively recently she held a 
high poweredjob as a regional sales manager but stress-related ill health forced a 
change. 
Lucy (5/42) is 42 and single. She has no children but looks after her sick mother. Lucy 
is keen on keeping fit and enjoys running. 
Toni (6/49) is 49 and married with 2 teenage children attending private school. Her 
husband lives away for half of the year. Toni has a chequered past in terms ofan 
assortment of interesting jobs which have taken her abroad. 
Phyllis (7/56) is 56 and single and has never had children. Phyllis grew up in Ireland 
and used to work in London but ill health forced a change in her circumstances and she 
tried to run her own business. 
Danuta (8/44) is 44 and has 2 children. Formerly an art college technician and 
qualified teacher but was made redundant. 
Melanie (9/47) is 47and has 3 children. Qualified as a hairdresser from school but 
since marrying Melanie has never worked other than in part-time casual jobs. 
Maisie (10/35) is 35 and has one child. Was exposed to the drug scene for a while 
whilst travelling abroad and now volunteers in a drug advice centre. 
Jo (11/51) is 51 and has 3 grown up children. 10 enjoys working with figures and 
manages a community centre. 
Ursula (12/31) is 31 and has no children. She describes herself as a 'girl Friday' in her 
clerical role. 
Andi (13/42) is 42 and has one child. She is a graphic designer but is ambitious to 
move on and upwards. 
Carrie (14/34) is 34 with a doctorate in microbiology and pharmacology. She lives 
with her partner and has no children. She is interested in counselling. 
Sam (15/31) is 31 and works in computing. She lives with her partner and has no 
children. She doesn't like society's expectation on her to have children. 
Roberta (16/44) is 44 with 3 children who occupy much of her time, yet Roberta also 
has many voluntary roles including working with Aids support services and women's 
health in prostitution. 
Mandy (17/28) is 28 her locus remains very focussed on a previous job in retail yet she 
continues to explore alternative career options. Mandy is interested in spiritualism 
Rosjke (18/38) is 38, married and a Malaysian Muslim. She has two children. She has 
a chemistry degree and is a qualified teacher but not in paid work. 
Rosy (19/50) is 50 and divorced after 27 years with two grown up children. She works 
as a Secretary. 
Shaz (20/38) is 38 and widowed with 4 children from 8 to 22. She works as a bar maid 
and hates her job. 
Amelia is (21143) 43 and divorced with 3 children. Amelia works part time and 
currently feels at a low ebb in her life. She loves decorating. 
June (22/35) is 35 and has no children. She is splitting up with her long term partner 
and has a disabling illness which affects her capacity to work full-time. 
Jane (23/37) is 37 divorced with 4 children but now has a new partner. Jane works as 
an evening domestic. 
Veronica (24/30) is 30 black and single with 2 children. She has studied electronics 
and is a school computer technician. 
Jay (25/45) is 45 and married with one daughter who has cerebral palsy. A former 
keen sportswoman, Jay herself has undergone dialysis and 3 kidney transplants. 
Pauline (26/42) is 42 and widowed with 4 children. A former bank clerk she works as a 
cleaner. She is interested in music and would like to become a herbalist. 
Mary (27/48) is 48 with one child and recently split from her husband. She does 
voluntary work for abused children. 
Sasha (28/46) is 46 with one child. She is interested in spiritualism and does voluntary 
counselling work. Sasha has had a history of violent abuse from previous relationships. 
Fiza (29/25) is 25 single and has no children. Fiza is Pakistani and lives with parents 
and is a student. 
Amy (30/36) is 36 and is married with 3 children. Amy used to work as a secretary in 
an Estate Agents but aspires to be a children's writer. 
Janette (31/46) is 46, widowed and has 6 children. Fonnerlya lecturer she is now a 
school cleaner. 
Kate (32/38) is 38 and considers herself to be black from a West Indies origin. Kate 
has 2 children and works as a counsellor and broadcaster. 
Questionnaires Only 
Amy (33/42) is 42 and single with no children and works as an office manager and 
purchaser. 
Leila (34/45) is 45 and is married with 2 children. She works as an ancillary in school 
and has to work because her husband has been ill for such a long time. 
Joan (35/52) is 52 and is married with 3 children. Joan has no qualifications and works 
as a school ancillary which she enjoys very much. 
Vera (36/57) is 57, married with 2 children and works as a childminder and cleaner. 
Vera would not be happy at home all the time. 
Claire (37/35) is 35 and is married and has two children. Her job is a fresh meat 
assistant and she is studying maths and history at college. 
Julie (38/46) is 46 and single with no children. She is a senior day centre officer and an 
NVQ co-ordinator. She likes yoga, gardening and her cat! 
Katarina (39/0) is married and didn't give her age. She is a technical manager in 
garment technology and would like more time at home. 
Clara (40/49) is 49 divorced with two children and is a learning support worker and a 
counsellor with the Samaritans. She would have liked to have travelled the world but 
feels she has failed in her life. 
Eleanor (41/36) is 36 and has two children. She is currently studying as she would like 
to return to work. She used to manage a University hall of residence. Eleanor likes to 
run. 
Judy (41/38) is 38 and is married with two girls and two stepsons. She works as a sales 
executive and would rather be self-employed. 
Gertrude (43/58) is 58 and separated with two grown up children. She does not have 
any paid work but helps a lady with her housework (she had a fall and her husband is 
blind). She would love to go out to work and not have to scrimp and save. 
Patsy (44/44) is 44 and married. She has two teenage children. Patsy works as a 
business studies tutor and assessor but would have preferred a career looking after sick 
animals. 
Ruby (45/40) is 40 and married. With two children. She currently does secretarial 
work, book-keeping/reception and general admin but for the rest of the time spends it 
fenying children doing housework or doing anything to avoid housework! 
Winifred (46/36) is 36 has a partner but they do not live together and two stepchildren. 
Winifred is currently a P A to a Chief Executive of a large Institute and feels that she 
would be lost without her job. She would have liked to have had children. 
EIspeth (47/38) is 38 and is married with two children. She used to be a fashion 
designer but is now a sales assistant but does not enjoy her job but has to work for 
financial reasons. 
Sophie (48/34) is 34, married with no children and works as a personnel consultant. 
Sophie would have liked to have gone to University and become a teacher. She 
believes she has to work twice as hard as a man to prove herself. 
Erica (49/43) is 43 and has two grown up daughters. She works as a Human Resources 
Manager and enjoys work but would like to spend more time at home. Erica likes 
working with figures. 
Charlotte (50/48) is 48 and is married with 3 children. Charlotte makes cushions and 
curtains and sells ladies clothes and looks after her husband who isn't well so tries to 
organise her life around her home. 
Suki (51/0) did not declare her age b~t Suki is Malaysian, single and has two children. 
She works as a supply teacher and feels frustrated because she would like to get away 
but has problems with the children and their father is troublesome. 
Jackie (52/45) is 45 and married with 2 children and works as a probation officer and 
feels fme about going out to work because she is interested in people and social justice 
and realises now that 'complete idiots can make it to the top" 
Jenny (53/44) is 44 and is married with one daughter. Jenny works in advertising 
telesales and organises fashion shows for charity. She would have liked to have studied 
more. 
Petra (54/37) is 37 and single with no children. Petra works as a waitress and feels that 
she has been doing the job for too long but needs to work to support herself. Would 
have liked to have been a singer. 
Jane (55/46) is 46 and single and works as a part-time mobile hairdresser which she 
finds OK because she likes people. She feels that she would not have gone into 
hairdressing now and needs a push to change her work. 
Sheila (56/0) did not give her age but she is single with a partner and works as a 
medical secretary which she says is essential in order to keep herself. Sheila would 
have liked to have studied at a higher level earlier when she was 20. 
Cathy (57/37) is 37 and is manied with no children. Cathy works as a cleaner and 
would prefer more interesting work. She gave up a good quality job as a design 
manager to improve her quality of life. 
Elaine (58/32) is 32 and single with a partner with one son and 3 step-sons. Elaine 
does not work in a paid job and misses work but she does voluntary work for the Red 
Cross and enjoys the contact with people. Is currently studying psychology. 
APPENDIXD 
Interview Schedule 
The interview schedule below represents the fmal qualitative instrument developed 
from the emerging finds of the study. It was used as part of the questioning process to 
probe and elicit infonnation but the order and content differ from the interview 
structure. The instrument grew as salient issues emerged. 
Interviews 
Respondents 1 - 58. Respondents are firstly coded according to 
the chronological number of interview. This is followed by their age. 
Coding of Cases 
Date Case Name A~e No of children 
25/1/96 1/32 Joy 32 2 
25/1/96 2/44 Eileen 44 2 
28/3/96 3/44 Heather 44 1 
2/4/96 4/48 Andrea 48 0 
3/4/96 5/42 Lucy 42 0 
3/4/96 6/49 Toni 49 2 
16/4/96 7/56 Phyllis 56 0 
17/4/96 8/44 Danuta 44 2 
10/6/96 9/47 Melanie 47 3 
23/4/96 10/35 Maisie 35 1 
24/4/96 11/51 Jo 51 3 
9/5/96 12/31 Ursula 31 0 
2717196 13/42 Andi 42 1 
2/5/96 14/34 Carrie 34 0 
7/5/96 15/31 Sam 31 0 
7/5/96 16/44 Roberta 44 3 
8/5/96 17/28 Mandy 28 0 
9/5/96 18/38 Rosjke 38 0 
15/5/96 19/50 Rosy 50 2 
10/6/96 20/38 Shaz 38 4 
26/6/96 21/43 Amelia 43 3 
26/6/96 22/35 June 35 0 
1017196 23/37 Jane 37 4 
1017196 24/30 Veronica 30 2 
12/6/96 25/45 Jay 45 1 
1717196 26/42 Pauline 42 4 
1817196 27/48 Mary 48 1 
2317196 28/46 Sasha 46 1 
2417196 29/25 Fiza 25 0 
28/8/96 30/36 Amy 36 3 
31/7/96 31/46 Janette 46 6 
31/7/96 32/38 Kate 38 2 
27/10/97 33142 Amy 42 0 
27/10/97 34/45 Leila 32 2 
27110/97 35/52 Joan 52 3 
27/10/97 36/57 Vera 52 2 
27/10/97 37/35 Claire 35 2 
27/10/97 38/46 . Julie 46 0 
27/10/97 39/0 Katarina ? 0 
27/10/97 40/49 Clara 49 2 
27/10/97 41/36 Eleanor 38 2 
27/10/97 242/38 Judy 36 4 
27/10/97 43/58 Geraldine 58 2 
27/10/97 44/44 Patsy 44 2 
27/10/97 45/40 Ruby 40 2 
27110/97 46/36 Winifred 36 2 
27/10/97 47/38 EIspeth 38 2 
27/10/97 48/34 Sopjlie 34 0 
27/10/97 49/43 Erica 43 2 
27110/97 50/48 Charlotte 48 3 
27110/97 51/51 Sulci ? 2 
27/10/97 52/45 Jackie 45 2 
27/10/97 53/44 Jenny 44 1 
27/10/97 54/37 Petra 37 0 
27/10/97 55/46 Jane 46 0 
27/10/97 56/0 Sheila ? 0 
27110/97 57/37 Cathy_ 37 0 
27/10/97 58/32 Elaine 32 4 
APPENDIXE 
A sample of first stage coding based on Grounded Theory (Strauss and Corbin, 
1967, 1998). 
Coding Interview Statements 
Discussing interests outside of home 
Education I'm just commencing an Open 
University diploma in French [Education] 
Self-perception which I would like to carry on to 
degree level [self-perception] I'm starting it 
Time at half credit level this year because of time 
Juggling [time] -in vivo code 
(In turmoil?) and the children, lots of juggling, [juggling] 
Other interests/pursuits - in vivo code so at 
the moment my mind's (?) ... it starts in 
February.[time-frame] I love music I enjoy 
Women and space going to concerts, I enjoy art. [creative 
expression] When I get a 
Skills chance I do batik which is where you 
wax onfabric, you need space, [women and 
space] you need to spread yourself out, it's a 
Summer hobby really, I enjoy that making 
Restrictions scarves and pictures. I'm 
interested in loads of things music, 
singing, swimming, horse riding, love 
horse riding [other interests and pursuits J 
but don't get the chance to do it these 
days, [restrictions]1ust go on the odd hack 
APPENDIXF 
Sample of Memo (1) 
The first thing that strikes me is the need for education and development to a high level. 
Indeed the learning is underway. The difficulty being presented is one of time being an 
issue and as a mother of two children the time is represented as being severely limited. 
There is also so much more this woman wants to do. [Compare with others who make 
similar comments about time issues] In making a comparison with other women with 
children how much juggling is actually going on. This opens up broader issues and 
interpretation of what women mean by juggling. [Do the women interpret this the same, it 
is an assumed term but remember 'red']. How many women seek that space and time to 
pursue activities they are interested in doing. How much creativity maybe being 'put on 
hold' or relegated because of pressing matters of childcare? What about the aspect of 
time and courses not being appropriately time? 'These days' .... Use of that term.... Is 
she looking back on the past with nostalgia, lost youth? The idea that she feels the need to 
spread herself out, spread thinly. Like butter on a slice of bread, won't go into the 
corners. 
APPENDIXF 
Sample of Memo (2) 
Memo: As analyst, what was my original concept of juggling? Keeping all the plates up 
in the air on sticks, juggling balls, making sure one or more are not dropped. Think about 
Cherie Blair and her speech about having to juggle and when she said sometimes 'balls 
get dropped'. Workllife balance and juggling. What about the broadness of pursuits. Are 
there other comparisons to this? Will this be her best path? Is education without a career 
plan going to help her? Does it matter, why can't someone just learn French if they want 
to? What' does the literature say about 'juggling [Cockburn, Evetts, Bagilhole etc]. 
APPENDIXG 
Sample of Mini framework illustrating the population of relationships with concepts 
No qualifications College C Education Money 
. 
No skills 0 Skills Success 
No childcare N Childcare Employment 
NO CHOICE .. -----------------------------------------------~ CHOICES 
Babies Husband/partner Fear F Family support Windfall 
Children Caring I 
Barriers Sponge Pleasing others D 
Noiob Power in relationships E 
Housework N Separation 
C 
No money E Divorce Qualifications 
APPENDIXH 
Sample of process of coding framework second stage 
Second Order Code and Generic Description of the 
Reference Contents of each second order 
code 
Base Data All data known of respondents 
collected at the outset of the 
interviews eg age, ethnicity, 
quantifiable data. Includes 
reference number for each woman. 
All data from each respondent is 
coded to allow searching across the 
database on particular issues eg 
women over 40 with two children 
Choice, society & structure PESTLE analysis. Political, 
economic societal, technological 
. elements . 
Choice, constraints, agency & Compilation of respondents' views 
individual choice on perceived choices as individuals 
Choice, constraints, career, work Factors described as relating to 
and organization career, work and general reasons for 
career choices 
Choice, constraints and workllife Factors relating to workllife balance 
balance and strategies employed 
Choice, constraints and Personal . Respondents' perceptions of their 
Development status, opportunities for exploration. 
Choice, constraints and Personal Factors relating to other areas which 
Issues impacted on respondents 
.. 
Useful quotes . Particularly representative or 
powerful quotations emerging from 
the analysis. 
Misplaced codes Miscellaneous but related factors 
not fitting neatly elsewhere in 
structure 
New ideas Ideas emerging which were later 
examined 
ArrJ<.l'lUIX 1 
Coding Framework - 32 themes with literature 
First order code and index Second order Combining Links to Main Links to 
system with literature themes and Proposition 
- examples ER Memos 
1 Feminist perspectives Feminism Friedan BW 1,2,3,4,5.6, 
Equal Opportunities de Beauvoir C 7,8,9, 10, 11, 
12 
2 Motherhood and 'real Being a real Mum Knijn BW 1,6 
Murns' 
3 On being a woman, Women and space Woolf BW 1,6 
societal expectations Political landscape Thatcher legacy C 
and coming last 
4 Woman as sponge and Self perception Skinner BW 1,6,8 
relationships with others lung C 
Rogers 
5 Body, age and image Illness, disease Greer BW 1,7,8 
6 Women and health Insecurities, Eating Wolf,Orbach BW 1,7,8 
disorders, Bulimia, 
anorexia 
7 Criteria for Success Prizes Cooper S I, 3, 10 
Exceptional Rees BW 
Pope & WO 
Denicolo CD 
8 Success/happiness/ Content Dally BW 1,3,9 
Achievement Alternatives Homer S 
leffers WO 
CD 
Ph 
9 Role models Males? CIPD S 1,2,3 
E 
IU Patriarchy and Control and violence Bagilhole BW 1,6,8 
'difficult' men Dworkin Py 
11 Communications with Communication with Gray BW 1,6,8 
partners men Lydon P 
12 Violence against Beating, stabbing Dworkin BW 1,4, 6, 8 
women Atrocity P 
C 
13 Power in relationships Patriarchal control Cobum BW 1,2,6,8 
Cockbum P 
Steinem 
14 Equal opportunities and Ignoranance about Shneider Ross, BW 1,2,8,9, 12 
Diversity, racism and issues Clement & WLB 
sexism and sexual Double discrimination Spinks, hooks P 
harassment Prevalence in Kitzinger S 
workplace Peam& WO 
. Kandola CD 
15 Social class Ignorance, Bagilhole S 1,9 
unwillingness to EOC D 
engage 
Demographics 
16 Being like a man Humour Peace Py 1,2,3 
Conditioning 
17 Housework and Limiting aspects in Oakley WLB 1,5,6 
Juggling relation to other Pahl P 
projects Labour Force S 
18 Caring, sick children, Time devoted. Bagihole BW 1,6 
elder care Mothers on call first, Bradshaw WLB 
daughters on call first Bruegel, Family P 
Policy Studies S 
Centre WO 
CD 
19 Working mothers and Social norms David CD 1, 11 
non-working mothers, Deere P 
respect Delphy 
20 Stress, fear and loss of Time taken Dex BW 1,8 
confidence Perennial theme - Dally S 
women born with Ph 
confidence where does 
it go? 
21 Money and finance Responsibility Greer, Pahl CD 1,6, 11 
Py 
22 Superwoman - trying to Superwoman myth Conran BW I, 8, 11 
be perfect WLB 
23 Voluntary/other work In your own time Shawand WO 1,2,3,4,5,6 
Perrons S 
24 Choice on whether to Who has choice? Dally WO 1,2,3,4,5.6, 
'go out to work' CD 7,8,9, 10, 11, 
S 12 
25 Choice on life in Agency David S 1,2,3,4,5.6, 
general Structure Reay E 7,8,9,10,11, 
Moral constraints Ph 12 
26 Career choice CPD, lack of planning Cooper CD 1,2,3,4,5.6, 
Career and Evetts WO 7,8,9,10,11, 
organisation 12 
27 Choice by others 'he' gives me choice Jung BW 1, 2, 3,4, 5, 6 
narratives de Beauvoir Ph 
language Py 
28 Education and NVQs Coats CD 1,2,4 
qualifications CoIlege/Uni David S 
Higher Education Reay D 
Return to learning Life long learning Edwards E 
Personal development Pope 
Mature learners NIACE 
29 Funding issues/structure EFS EC CD 1,5, 11 
and power Europe S 
30 Taking responsibility 
Concluding the 
31 interview 
Socialising 
Next steps and coping 
with disappointment 
What else would you 
have liked from WMC? 
Childcare issues for the 
programme 
Wasted 
32 talent/opportunity 
Key 
BW Being a Woman Ph Philosophy 
Ps Politics C Choice 
CD Career and Development Py Patriarchy 
Women Dally 
ER's questions and Oakley 
follow up Roberts, Reay 
Part of the process Bandura 
In relation to WMC Bryce 
Always more, Cole 
refresher, different EFS 
topics 
Creche 
Poignancy Woolf 
Confidence 
WLB WorklLife Balance 
WO Work and Organisation 
D Demographics S Society/Structure 
E EducationltraininglPD 
BW 1,8 
S 1, 12 
WLB 
BW 1,2, 3,4, 5 
S 
APPENDIXJ 
Stratification Tables of Women Making Choices 
Respondent Age Job Before Rank Job After Children Rank Relative Children Who looks after Choice Choice Social class Metaphorical 
Children Income children (work) (life) (self-designated) Typology * 
1 Joy 32 Secretary 4 Secretary 4 Same 2 Mother-in-law N SA WC-MC Serendipity 
2 Eileen 44 Teacher 3 Clerk 4 Worse 2 Childminder A SA WC-MC Serendipity 
3 Heather 44 Systems Analyst 2 Education Officer 3 Worse I Husband SD A MC Hobson 
4 Andrea 48 Regional Sales 2 Secretary 4 Worse 0 
-
SD D WC-MC Hobson 
Manager 
5 Lucy 42 Secretary 4 Secretary 4 Same 0 - D SA WC-MC Serendipity 
. 
6 Toni 49 Global Tour 3 Clerical & promotions 4 Worse 2 - A SA MC Serendipi ty 
Escort 
7 Phyllis 56 Office Manager 2 Administrator 2 Same 0 
-
SD D WC Hobson 
8 Danuta 44 Lecturer i Volunteer 9 Worse 2 Friend A D MC Hobson 
9 Melanie 47 Hairdresser 6 Waitress 9 Worse 3 9 SA A MC Serendipi ty 
10 Maisie 35 Waitress 9 Secretary 4 Better I Mum A A WC Hobson 
11 Jo 5i Accounting I Community Centre 7 Worse 3 
-
SD D WC Hobson 
Assistant 
12 Ursula 31 N/A Clericall N/A 0 - A A MC Serendipity 
receptionist 
13 Andi 42 Graphic Designer 3 Studio Manager 2 Better I Mother-in-law D D MC Serendipi ty 
14 Carrie 34 Researcher 3 Microbiologist I Better 0 - SD A MC Destiny 
I5Sam 31 N/A Senior Computer Same 0 
-
A A MC Destiny 
Officer 
16 Roberta 44 Secretary 4 Volunteer 9 Worse 3 16 SA A MC Serendipity 
17 Maudy 28 Buyer 5 Masseuse 7 Worse 0 
-
SA A MC Serendipity 
18 Rosjke 38 Teacher 3 Volunteer 9 Worse 2 18 A A MC Serendipity 
19 Rosy 50 Secretary 4 Secretary 4 Same 2 Mother or SD D WC Hobson 
Mother-in-law 
20 Shaz 38 Wages Clerk 4 Barmaid 9 Worse 4 20 D A WC Hobson 
21 Amelia 43 Factory worker 8 Men's retail 5 Better 3 Husband SD A WC Hobson 
22 June 35 N/A (illness) Telephonist N/A 0 
-
SD SD MC Hobson 
23 Jane 37 Trainee 8 Cleaner 9 Worse 4 
-
D D WC Hobson 
overlocker 
24 Veronica 30 N/A School technician Better 2 Mother A D WC Hobson 
25 Jay 45 Stock Exchange 2 PE & Maths teacherl 3 Worse I 
-
A SD MC Hobson 
unemployed through 
illness 
26 Pauline 42 Bank Clerk 3 Cleaner 9 Worse 4 26 SD A MC Hobson 
27 Mary 48 MoD Clerical 4 Volunteer 9 Worse I 27 D D WC Hobson 
worker 
28 Sasha 46 Hairdresser 6 Hypnotherapist 7 Worse I Mother A A MC Hobson 
29 Flza 25 N/A N/A N/A o. - A D MC Hobson 
30 Amy 36 Secretary 4 Home full-time 9 Worse 3 Mother A D MC Serendipity 
31 Janetle 46 Teacher 3 Cleaner 9 Worse 6 31 A A WC-MC Hobson 
32 Kate 38 Own business 3 Counsellor (Deputy 2 Same 2 32 SA SA Don't class Destiny 
Head) myself 
33 Amy 42 Office Manager Office Managerl Same 0 - SD A MC Serendipity 
Purchaser 
34 Leila 45 Trained for PA 4 Ancillary Supervisor 9 Worse 2 Grandparents SD D Hobson 
(school) 
35 Joan 52 Supermarket 8 School Ancillaryl 9 Worse 3 35 D A WC Serendipity 
Office Cashier creche helper 
36 Vera 57 Factory work 8 Childminderl 9 Worse 2 36 SA D WC Hobson 
housekeeperl 
cleaner 
37 Claire 35 Senior Secretary 4 Fresh meat assistant 5 Worse 2 37 SA A MC Hobson 
38 Julie 46 Senior Day Centre N/A 0 - SD A MC Hobson 
Officer + temp project 
as NVQ co-ordinator 
39 Katarina Technical Manager, N/A 0 - A A WC Serendipity 
garment technology 
(clothing) 
40 Clara 49 Personnel Officer 2 Learning support 3 Worse 2 - A D WC Serendipity 
(training) workerp-t 
41 Eleanor 36 Sales Executive Same 2 Mother-in-law, D A WC Serendipi ty 
Mother 
42 Judy 38 Hall Manager, No 4 42 SA N MC Hobson 
University Hall income 
of Residence 
43 Gertrude 58 Shoe machinist No 2 
-
N SD MC Hobson 
income 
44 Patsy 44 Secretary 4 Business Studies 3 Worse 2 - A A MC Hobson 
tutor/assessor 
45 Ruby 40 Account Director 3 SecretariaV 4 Worse 2 45 N D MC Hobson 
for Healthcare book-keeping! 
Advertising reception and general 
Agency admin 
46 Winifred 36 PA to Chief Executive, N/A 2 
-
D A MC Hobson 
Institute of Sport & 
Recreation 
Management 
47 Elspeth 38 Fashion Designer 3 Sales Assistant 5 Worse 2 47 D A MC Hobson 
48 Sophie 34 Personnel Consultant Better 0 - SD SA WC Destiny 
49 Erica 43 Purchase Ledger 4 Human Resources 2 Better 2 Mother-in-law SA A MC Serendipity 
Clerk Manager 
50 Charlotte 48 Secretarial work 4 Make cushions and 6 Same 3 50 A D MC Serendipity 
curtains/sell ladies 
clothes 
51 Suki Teaching! 3 Supply teaching 
Managing own 
grocery business 
52 Jackie 45 Probation Officer 3 Probation Officer 
53 Jenny 44 Advertising 3 Advertising telesales 
Executive 
54 Petra 37 Waitress 
55 Jane 46 Hairdresser Mobile hairdresser pot 
56 Sheila 56 Medical Secretary 
57 Cathy 37 Design Manager 2 CleanerlPost Office 
worker 
58 Elaine 32 Forwarding Voluntary work and 
Manager student 
Legend 
Where there are gaps In the table data was not reported or captured 
-My interpretation of the data 
3 
3 
3 
9 
Worse 2 51 ? ? ? Hobson 
Same 2 52 and husband A A MC Serendipity 
Same I Parents and SD D WC Destiny 
friends 
N/A 0 
-
SD A MC Hobson 
N/A 0 - N N WC Serendipity 
N/A 0 
-
SD A MC Hobson 
Worse 0 - N A WC Serendipity 
N/A 4 58 D A WC Serendipity 
APPENDIXK 
Aggregate Scores of Choice, Social Class and Metaphorical Typology 
Choice (work) 
SA (Strongly Agree) A (Agree) N (neutral) D (Disagree) SD (Strongly disagree) 
8 18 5 10 17 
Choice (life) 
SA (Strongly Agree) A (Agree) N (neulral) D (Disagree) SD (Strongly disagree) 
6 29 2 17 4 
Choice (Life and Work combined) 
SA (Strongly A (Agree) N (neutral) D (Disagree) SD (Strongly disagree) 
Agree) 
14 47 7 17 21 
61 38 
61 45 
Social Class (Self.designated) 
I"·""" WC·MC 5 
Metaphorical Typology 
APPENDIXL 
Ten Year Letter 
4 July 2005 
Dear 
WOMEN MAKING CHOICES 
Hope this letter finds you well and happy! You may be surprised to receive this letter but I 
wonder if you remember me? Ten years you very kindly assisted me in either being 
interviewed or in completing a questionnaire for my PhD. There has certainly been a lot 
happen to me in these years, including four operations but I have never forgotten about you. 
My PhD has been extended twice due to my being hospitalised, latterly to have a kidney 
removed due to cancerous tumour - but I'm all right now! 
I have now 'passed' my viva and doing revisions for my thesis but what I would really love 
to know is how you are and what you are doing now and, if you can spare the time, how you 
felt your personal development course helped you or otherwise. 
It would be truly great to hear from you and catch up on your news. If you feel able to write 
to me and up-date me so I can put you in my Epilogue (anonymously) then that would be 
wonderful. 
I have never moved house but I guess, sadly, some of your addresses will have changed so if 
you meet anyone you know has moved please ask them to drop me a line. 
Many thanks 
Yours sincerely 
Elaine Robinson 
13/02/06 
APPENDIX M 
Postscript 
Tuesday 30 August 2005 Statement: EOC responses to Payfinder.com pay gap 
statistics 
Caroline Slocock, Chief Executive of the Equal Opportunities Conunission, said: 
"Whichever way you measure it, the pay gap is huge - and it's not going away. Even more 
shocking than Payfinder's figures is the pay gap suffered by women working part-time, who 
earn 40% less per hour than men working full-time - little changed over the last 30 
years since our anti-discrimination laws were created. 
This shocking pay gap belongs in the past, but it won't be closed in the future without further 
action and modernisation of existing laws. Discrimination is one cause. Another is the fact 
that women often end up in different work to men - generally lower paid, with poorer 
prospects. The Government should open up greater opportunities for girls and women by 
giving better careers advice and support for different career choices and better childcare. It's 
in employers' interests to make much better use of women's skills and potential. The law 
should be modernised to require employers to check out the pay gap in their workforce and 
take action to address it. Opening up higher level and higher paid jobs to part-time working 
would have a major impact, as many parents have to take up lower level work to work part-
time at the ·moment. The EOC will be releasing new research in September showing the 
extent of the financial and professional penalties faced by flexible and part-time workers, 
most of whom are women. Girls are achieving so much at school - we need to make sure 
their talents are not wasted once they enter the workforce. Our entire economy will benefit 
as a result." 


